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Family preservation programs, short-term, intensive, home-based services provided to

families in crisis, are being viewed as a cost-effective approach to addressing some of the key

concerns in child welfare. Predicated on fundamental beliefs that: (1) children are best

nurtured and raised within their own families and (2) families are most open to change in their

interactions when faced with an immediate outside threat, such  as foster care placement,

family preservation programs are believed to contain foster care placements anb costs. While
d

some form of intensive home-based service programs are provided in selected local

jurisdictions in 38 states’, there is little scientific evidence that suggests that these programs

are preventing unnecessary foster care placements for children at risk of imminent placement.

Variability in program design, faulty implementation, and inadequate evaluation methodologies

leave policymakers and program managers with many unanswered questions. The recent

proposals before Congress to mandate the availability of funds for

programs as well as the growing number of state family preservation

makes it critical that questions concerning the efficacy and cost of

family preservation

program initiatives,

family preservation

programs be addressed.

The purpose of this study was to develop an evaluation design that can produce

definitive findings on the issues of importance to child welfare policy decisionmakers. To this

end, an evaluability assessment was conducted. Evaluability assessment (EA)  is a descriptive

and analytic process that produces a design(s) for conducting a program evaluation of use to

policymakers and program managers. An evaluability assessment is designed to: (1) identify

’ American Public Welfare Association,
Staff. Washington, D.C. 1990.

Factbook  on Public Child Welfare Services and



of agreement and disagreement as well as those issues that remain unresolved; (3) describe

the program operating environment and its affect on program implementation and evaluation;

and, (4) develop an evaluation design that takes into account these factors in addition to

issues of data availability and methodology.

This evaluability assessment included a review of existing documentation On family

preservation programs and related evaluations, discussions with federal and state

policymakers, private sector organizations and advocates, and telephone discussions with

child welfare agency and family preservation program managers in ten states; in-depth cases

studies of four family preservation programs; and formation of an advisory group of

researchers and policymakers to review study findings and provide input on the formulation

of an evaluation design. Although there are some differences of opinion among members of

the advisory group, there is broad-based agreement on key elements of the resulting

evaluation design.

While those wh,o fund family preservation programs consider their primary goal to be

the prevention of unnecessary foster care placement, currently there is considerable variability

in existing family preservation programs concerning the targeting of families at risk of

imminent foster care placement. Prior evaluations of family preservation programs indicate

the placement rates for both the experimental and control groups were equally low,

suggesting that the,families studied did not have children at risk of imminent placement in

foster care.2 The findings of this evaluability assessment support the conclusion that family

preservation services are not consistently targeted at families at risk of imminent placement

2 Schuerman, John R., Littell, Julia H., and Tina L. Rtepnicki. Preliminarv Results from
$he Illinois Familv First EXDariment.  The Chapin Hall Center for Children at the University of
Chicago. Chicago, ill. 1991.

Yuan, Ying Ying T. fvaluation of A8 1562 In-Home Care Demonstration Proiects,
Volumes I and II., Walter FL MacDonald and Associates, Inc., Sacramento, Ca. 1990.
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but may be provided to families with varying levels of risk. Thus, the primary goals intended

by policymakers cannot be achieved.

The child welfare system in which family preservation programs operate is a “worker-

driven” system. Risk of imminent placement is not operationally defined and child protective

service workers usually have considerable latitude in determining the appropriateness of

making a referral for family preservation services or deciding upon other case actions.

Workers may decide to refer cases that ate not at imminent risk of placement, in order to

secure  services that would otherwise be unavailable. In other instances, a decision to refer

a case for family preservation services may be made before it is clear that foster care

placement was the only other viable option. Furthermore, there is relatively little control

exerted by the system over individual worker decisions-regarding referral family preservation

service. Thus, an evaluation design for family preservation programs must incorporate a

mechanism for ensuring that the program is actually serving the intended target population

(imminent risk families) in order to determine the effectiveness of the program.

This and other findings of the evaluability assessment also point to broader issues

within the child welfare system that should be examined-. For example, there is a need to

conduct further research regarding decision-making and Quality control in child welfare

systems.

As a consequence of such findings about the child welfare systems, the recommended

evaluation design contains two components - one for addressing the specific questions raised

by policymakers concerning family preservation programs and one for examining child welfare

system decision-making. The design for evaluating family preservation programs is discussed

first, followed by an overview of the issues and general study approach for examining child

welfare decision-making.

. . .
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Evaluation Design for Family Preservation Programs

The proposed evaluation design is based on random assignment cases determined to

be at risk of imminent placement by a judge, child welfare agency attorney or senior program

managers for the preliminary purpose of measuring reduction in foster care placements and

related costs. The key elements in a evaluation design for family preservation programs are

as follows:

0 Increase the degree of certainty of imminent risk for cases in the study: Since
child welfare systems do not routinely ensure that families referred for family
preservation services are at risk of imminent placement, selected project sites
for an evaluation must be willing to adjust their referral procedures during the
evaluation period to achieve a greater degree of certainty regarding imminent
foster care placement. Possible procedures would include random assignment
of cases after a court approval of placement, a review by an agency legal
department to determine if they would petition the court for placement, or a
review by a senior management or expert panel to determine the
appropriateness of the preliminary decision to seek placement. If appropriate
,modifications  to the system cannot be made, the proposed evaluation should
be terminated. Should this occur, policymakers will need to re-examine their
.expectations  regarding the ability of family preservation to reduce foster care
placements and related expenditures.

0 Randomly assign cases to treatment and control groups: Although problems
with implementing a design based on random assignment of cases to either a
treatment or control group have been noted by program managers, it is the
approach most likely to address key questions concerning foster care avoidance
and cost savings. If random assignment is not feasible, an overflow model
might be an acceptable alternative for establishing a control group under certain
conditions (e.g., the number of potential cases exceed program capacity,
referral patterns are not influenced by knowledge of availability of program
slots).

0 Ensure the evaluation does not compromise the safety of children: Under a
random assignment model, steps must be taken to ensure the safety of the
children served. Therefore, child welfare agencies must be able to exempt
cases from random assignment when the risk to the child’s safety would be too
great to allow the child to remain at home. This design  would not preclude
providing the usual child welfare services including foster care placement for
children in the control group.

0 Select measures of program outcome that are consistent with  policymakers’
goals for the program: Key measures of program outcome are the differences
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between the treatment and control groups on rates of foster care, the number
of days in foster care, and the total costs associated with all services and/or
placements. These outcomes should be monitored for a minimum of 18
months. Also, efforts should be made to gather data on types of placement
settings and examine any differences, such as the rate of relative placements.

All stakeholders expressed an interest in examining other outcome measures
relating to child and family functioning. Such measures must be an integral part
of any future evaluation; however, identifying unbiased measures that are
simple to administer may pose some problems. Wherever possible, measures
that do not rely on subjective assessments of the child or family should be
used. Recommended measures would focus on the child and may include
subsequent allegations of abuse or neglect, truancy rates, runaway episodes,
and measures of health status (e.g., immunizations).

One other key measure of family functioning that should be examined is a
reduction in social isolation or improved linkages to other services.

0 A preliminary evaluation should limit the range of program models examined:
Although stakeholders did not always agree on the range of family preservation
programs of interest and included in the scope of a national evaluation,
policymakers believe that these programs most closely resemble the family
preservation program designed by the Behavioral Sciences Institute (BSI). While
it ultimately would be useful to compare a wider variety of home-based service
delivery models, an initial evaluation should focus on programs that are of
similar design and are consistent with the highly-intensive, short-term service
delivery model developed by BSI.

Parameters for defining the scope of family preservation programs included in
an initial evaluation consist of the following: caseload sizes of a maximum of
four families per caseworker; provision of services for a maximum of eight
weeks; provision of a minimum of five hours of service per week in the home
or other community setting; and availability of services during evening and
weekend hours.

0 Programs should not use additional case eligibility criteria during the evaluation:
Some programs have criteria for case acceptance that exclude cases that are
not considered likely to benefit from service (e.g., caretakers with a substance
abuse or mental health problem). Although it is understandable that programs
may not want to expend limited family preservation resources on cases that
they do not believe will benefit most from the service, presently there are no
data on which to base such a decision. Therefore, for evaluation purposes, it
is preferable to evaluate programs that have few eligibility restrictions beyond
those concerning the risk of imminent placement. Subsequent analyses of
outcomes for different subpopulations can then provide an objective basis for
refining eligibility criteria.

V



l Sampie  sizes should be of sufficient size to permit site-specific analyses with
the statistics1 power desired by policymakers: Given the degree of variability
across program sites, data should not be aggregated across program sites.
However, if family preservation services are available from more than one
provider, it may be possible to aggregate the data across service providers,if
the outcomes appear similar. Required sample sizes should be determined by
the minimum statistical power necessary to be acceptable to policymakers. For
example, in order to detect a change in placement rates from 80 percent to 70
percent, using a five percent level of significance and assuming an attrition rate
of ten percent, a total sample size of 660 cases per site would be required.

A key component of the analysis should be to determine whether or not there
are differences in the outcomes achieved for different subpopulations.

Evaluation of Child Welfare System Decision-Making

Evaluation designs that focus on the broader context of decision-making in a child

welfare system are also needed. Two approaches that could be combined in a single study

are feasible. First, in states with sophisticated computer systems that link data on child

protective service investigations, with referrals for home-based services and foster care

placements and costs, analysis of aggregate statistical data could address questions

concerning the role of formal criteria as well as demographic and other case characteristics

in decision-making. The second approach involves a qualitative analysis of the decision-

making process based on extensive interviews with administrators and workers about the

factors that are examined in determining whether or not a case is closed, referred for ongoing

protective or preventive services, referred for family preservation or placed in foster care. The

focus of this analysis is to determine not only formal criteria for decision-making but, more

importantly, the informal criteria, belief systems, resource or program constraints or external

factors that play a role in determining case actions.

vi



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

A. Background

Although there is no single definition of a family preservation program, the term is

typically defined as short-term, intensive, home-based services provided to families in crisis

for the purposes of ensuring child safety, strengthening families’ ability to care for their

children, and thereby preventing unnecessary foster care placement. While such programs
.

have been in existence since the early 197Os, current interest in these programs has reached

unprecedented levels. At present, there is legislation pending in Congress which would

authorize federal funding for the development of family preservation programs and evaluations

of the outcomes of these programs.

Family preservation programs evolved from the concerns of many child welfare

professionals that children are unnecessarily separated from their families and placed in foster

care when the provision of home-based services could prevent the need for placement. They

believe that children are best raised within their own families and that government policies and

funding should be used to enhance the capabilities of families to adequately care for their

children rather than focus on foster care placements. Furthermore, the majority of children

who enter foster care are eventually returned home. Separating children from their parents

is traumatic for the child and family and ultimately does not provide opportunities for

improving parenting skills.

Existing federal funding streams provide financial reimbursement for foster care

placement (for AFDC and SSI-eligible children) but not for the provision home-based services,

thus creating incentives to utilize foster care rather home-based services as a means for

1
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addressing child maltreatment problems. Nevertheless, foundations, state and local

governments and federal research and demonstration funds have been used to develop family

preservation program models on a limited basis.

More recently, interest in these programs has increased as a result of several factors.

First, the number of children placed in foster care has increased rapidly in recent years. Data

from the Voluntary Cooperation Information System (VCIS) from the end of FY 1987 indicated

that there were 300,000 children in foster care. By the end of FY.  1990 the number had risen

to 405,888 children in foster care. (Tatara,  1992). As a consequence of this increase, federal
1

payments under Title IV-E, as well as state expenditures, continue to rise. Family preservation

is viewed as a means of reducing both the number of foster care children and the cost of their

care.

Second, there has been a growing concern about the lack of available foster parent

resources. Changing socio-demographic characteristics of the general population, the

increasing complexity of the problems and needs of foster care children, and agency policies

and practices all contribute to the declining availability of foster parents. Consequently, child

welfare agencies have a very practical need to limit the use.of an increasingly scarce resource.

As states and localities have developed family preservation programs, numerous

evaluations of these programs have been undertaken (AuClaire and Schwartz, 1986; Wald et

al., 1988; Yuan, 1990; Feldman, 1991; Fraser, Pecora, and Haapala, 1991). In fact, some

would argue that such programs have received far more scrutiny than other components of

the child welfare system (e.g., foster care). However, much of the evaluation research

conducted to date has provided ambiguous answers about the effectiveness of family

preservation programs. Many of the early evaluations of family preservation programs

focused solely on the outcomes of children and their families who received family preservation

sx
c
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services. While these evaluations generally showed low rates of foster care placement for

those who received services, the lack of an adequate comparison or control group precluded

attributing low placement rates to the program intervention. Other evaluation efforts

endeavored to include comparison groups, but the treatment and comparison groups were

seldom comparable. More recently, evaluations have been conducted which have employed

random assignment procedures for establishing the experimental and control groups

(Schuerman  et al., 1990; Yuan, 1990); however, the low rates of placement experienced by

both the experimental and control groups in these evaluations raise questjons about the

appropriateness of the families targeted for services during the study.

Thus, despite numerous evaluation efforts, state and local agencies have expanded

resources to develop family preservation programs without having determined whether or not

they are effective in meeting the goals established by policymakers. The proposed federal

legislation includes plans for further program expansion as well as more definitive evaluations

of program outcomes.

B. Purpose of This Study

As noted above, the current popularity of family preservation programs is the result of

their perceived ability to address issues of concern in the child welfare arena: a lack of

resources to strengthen families’ ability to care for their children, increasing foster care

placements, increasing costs, and a lack of foster care resources. While family preservation

programs are intrinsically appealing, there is little concrete .evidence to suggest that these

programs are achieving  their goals. Variability in program design, faulty implementation, and

inadequate evaluation methodologies leave policymakers and program managers with many

unanswered questions.

3



Evaluability assessment (EA) is a descriptive and analytic process that provides a

design(s) for conducting a program evaluation(s) of use to both policymakers and program

managers. The EA methodology is especially useful when a program’s goals are not clearly

delineated and agreed upon by key decisionmakers and stakeholders; when there is potential

conflict between these goals and other public policies; and when the measures of success are

not operationally defined. When there are plans to further develop and expand the program,

the argument for conducting an EA is even more compelling. Thus, the evaluability

assessment was intended to meet the following objectives:

0 Identify differing goals with regard to program objectives, clients to be served,
and evaluation methodologies among the many stakeholders involved in family
preservation;

0 Clarify areas of agreement, disagreement, as well as areas that are undefined
and unresolved;

0 Define the environment in which family preservation programs are implemented
and identify the ways in which this impacts ‘program operations and its
evaluation;

0 Propose realistic measures of programmatic effectiveness that take into
account the factors listed above; and

l Develop a family preservation evaluation design that takes into account ail of
these factors.

To meet these objectives the following major activities were conducted during this

project.

0 An Intergovernmental Workgroup and a Technical Advisory Panel of experts,
researchers, and policymakers were formed to provide input into the
formulation of the policy model governing family preservation programs,
identification of the scope of future evaluation efforts, and feedback on study
findings and deliverables.

0 Discussions with federal agency and congressional staff as well as national
private sector organizations were held for the purpose of identifying the

4
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expectations of national poli;ymakers concerning the definition of family
preservation programs, the scope of services provided, appropriate target
pppulations, and expected program outcomes.

0 Family preservation programs currently operating in different states were
identified and described. Telephone discussions were held with child w.elfare
agency staff in ten states to obtain a description of their family preservation
programs.

l In-depth site visits to four family preservation programs (Tacoma, Washington;
Montgomery County, Maryland; Detroit, Michigan, and Allamakee County,
Iowa) were conducted for the purpose of developing models of family
preservation program operations, obtaining input from state and local level
policymakers on expected outcomes of famil’y preservation programs, and
exploring the feasibility of implementing future evaluation designs.

.
a Potential sites for implementation of a future evaluation were alsojnvestigated.

Based on the completion of the activities, there are two final study products: (1) an

evaluation design document that sets forth recommendations for future federal evaluations

of family preservation programs; and (2) a forthcoming final report that documents the study

findings concerning the operations of family preservations programs and the child welfare

environment in which they operate, and examines the areas of agreement and disagreement

in defining, operating, and evaluating family preservation efforts.

C. Purpose and Scope of This Document

This evaluation design is the first of the two final study products described above. The

document is intended to define a recommended approach for future federal evaluation efforts

of family preservation programs. It is based on an examination of prior evaluation efforts, the

findings of the discussions with federal officials, other child welfare policymakers and program

managers, and the findings of the four case studies. The recommended evaluation design

incorporates input provided by the Intergovernmental Workgroup and Technical Advisory Panel

(see the appendix for a list of the members). Although there was general agreement on

5
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evaluation objectives and issues, the specific viewpoints of the study participants did differ.

Key areas of disagreement are noted in this document; however, the final report of the study

will contain a more complete discussion of the various concerns raised with regard to future

evaluation eff arts.

In Chapter II of this report, a discussion of the key evaluation design issues and

recommendations is presented. Chapter Ill presents the proposed evaluation design and

Chapter IV contains a plan for implementing the evaluation. . .

6
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CHAPTER II

EVALUATION DESIGN ISSUES

As eXpeCted,  the description of family preservation programs provided by

policymakers, program managers, and those who actually operated programs varied

considerably. The  differences noted in some areas have crucial  implications for the evaluation

design. The evaiuation  design set forth in this document is predicated on evaluating program

models that 8r8 designed to operate in a manner consistent with the 8xp8Ct8tiOnS  of

policymakers. If program models cannot be adjusted during the evaluation to ensure that the

intended population is served, then policymakers may need to re-examine their expectations

regarding foster care avoidance and related cost savings. Key findings of the evaluability

assessment that affect evaluation design issues are summarized below.

A. Definition of Family Preservation Programs

1.

There

Each state or

1SSU8

is no single, uniformly accepted definition of a family preservation program.
”

county currently operating a program that provides some form of intensive, in-

home services in lieu of foster care placement is likely to label it a family preservation

program. Of th8 state programs examined, variations were found on the following

dimensions:

8

8

8

Caseload Site: In some programs caseworkers carried a caseload of two
families while in others a caseload might contain as many as 12 cases.

Service Duration: Duration of services ranged from four weeks to four months;

Intensity of Service: Intensity of service varied from one or two hours per
week to approximately ten hours per week:

8
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0 Availability of Emergency Cash Assistance: Some programs did not make funds
available for this purpose, while other programs had as much BS 8500 per
farnil available to address immediate family needs, such 8S food, clothing,
furniture, payment of utility bills or a rental housing deposit. e

0 Service Availability: Some programs provided families with 24-hour access to
their caseworker while in other programs caseworkers worked normal .work
weeks and an emergency service could be reached by the family after normal
work hours.

In considering the range of programs to be included under an evaluation of family

preservation programs, key stakeholders expressed varied opinions. In general, most federal

policymakers believed family preservation models are limited to those programs which

provided very intensive, short-term services to families. The .program  model of Behavioral

Sciences Institute (BSI) Homebuilders in Tacoma, Washington was often cited as the model
I

for family preservation. The characteristics of the Homebuilders program were said to consist

of (1) caseloads of two or three families, and (2) a service duration of four to six weeks.

Some involved in the delivery of services believed family preservation programs can .

be defined to encompass a broader range of program models that provide home-based

services for the purpose of improving family functioning, and include enhanced child

protective service systems that have lower caseloads and afford workers the time to provide

more services.

2. Recommendation

While it would ultimately be useful to compare a variety of home-based service delivery

models, an initial evaluation should focus on programs that are of similar design. Although

the programs’need not be limited to those that claim to follow the Homebuilders model, the

scope of programs included in an initial evaluation should be limited to those which:

9
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0 Serve a maximum of four families per caseworker;

0 Provide services for a maximum period of eight weeks;

0 Provide a minimum average of five hours of service per week in the home or
other community setting (e.g., non-office based setting); end

0 Provide services during non-traditional working hours including evenings and
weekends.

l Has eccess  to flexible funds that can be used to meet immediate concrete
needs of a family.

The rationale for this approach is twofold. First, limiting the scope of pmgms

evaluated is consistent with policymakers’ perceptions of the program end the types of

service delivery models that are likely to be funded in the future. Second, including a broad

range of home-based services programs creates a larger number of variables that must be

considered in interpreting findings. If evaluation resources are spread over vastly different

service delivery models, then the ability to link observed outcomes to a specific service

delivery model will be limited. Subsequent evaluations may eventually be warranted to

determine whether less costly or less intensive approaches to home-based delivery can

achieve similar results.

B. Program Goals and Outcome Measures

1. Foster Care Placement

a. Issue

When program goals are clearly and consistently defined and agreed upon by all

stakeholders, the process of selecting outcome measures is relatively straightforward.

Unfortunately, this is not the case for family preservation programs. Discussions held

1 0



throughout the project with various stakeholders point to some key Br88S Of disagreement  that

have important implications for any future evaluation.

Although ali agree that the goal of family preservation programs is to improve families’

ability to adequately care for their children, those who fund programs (8t the federal  or state

level and in the private sector) expect such improvements to b8 demonstrably linked to the

prevention of unnecessary foster care placement. Although they are interested in other

measures of child well-being and family functioning, evaluation designs that do not address

the question of foster cere avoidance and the resulting reduction in foster car8 costs would

not provide all of the information needed to plan and allocate child welfare resources.

ln Contrast,  many program managers, advocates, and direct service staff focus solely

on the goal of improving family functioning and reject the measurement of foster care

avoidance for a variety of feasons. Some are COnCerned  that emphasizing foster care

reduction reinforces the perception of foster care as a negative outcome. They question

perceptions that there are a large number of unnecessary foster care  placements and are

concerned that efforts to achieve goals of foster care reduction could put some children at

greater risk of harm. Others believe family preservation services should be available to all

families with serious problems who could benefit from the services. If the goal of the program

is foster care avoidance, then logically only families at risk of experiencing a foster care

placement can be served. Other troubled families would not be eligible for services.

Furthermore, foster care placement or itsavoidance is based on decisions mad8 by the child

welfare agency and is not a direct outcome of family preservation efforts. Placement

reduction may occur by changing agency placement policies rather than as a result of efforts

to ensure a child’s safety.

11



Some child welfare researchers who have been involved in prior evaluations of family

preservation programs have other concerns. As discussed in greater detail below, these

researchers do not believe that the child welfare system is, or could be, able to determine risk

of imminent placement. Therefore, establishing goals of foster care avoidance are simply

unrealistic and unmeasurable.

When the expectations of policymakers are not consistent with those of program

managers and staff, outcome evaluations are not useful unless. policymakers change their

views about what programs can reasonably accomplish or program managers change the way

the programs are designed and operated.

b. Recommendation

A future evaluation of family preservation programs should include all outcome

measures of importance to the various stakeholders. This will require an evaluation design

that is capable of measuring improved family functioning a foster care placement reduction.

Measuring foster care placement reduction requires some unique specifications to the

evaluation design. Foster care placement reduction is an appropriate measure only when the

families receiving family preservation services would otherwise have experienced a foster care

placement. As discussed in further detail in Section C, this will require modifications to -~

current practices for referring families for services.

2. Cost Effectiveness

a. Issue

Although reducing the need for foster care placement may be considered a positive

outcome for children and families, it also has cost implications for child welfare systems. The
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provision of family preservation services is typically presumed to be less costly than out-of-

home placement; however, cost estimates are based on comparing the reimbursement rate

per family paid to a family preservation program with an average foster care payment rate for
- .

an estimated period of time (e.g., one year). Such calculations fail to consider:

0 Actual foster care payment rates and lengths of stay per case;

0 Actual costs of family preservation services per Case;

0 Costs of other purchased services that may b(t needed to supplement family
preservation services or foster care placements; and

0 Caseworker time and indirect agency costs associated with monitoring cases
receiving family preservation services and those placed in foster care.

b: Recommendation

.A comparison of costs in the proposed evaluation should be based on case specific

data for a sample of cases receiving family preservation services and those not receiving
.

services. A cost model must be developed that delineates and captures all costs incurred for

both case samples.

Costs of foster care should be calculated based on data from the experimental and.”

control group cases on the number of days per placement episode; the number of episodes;

and the actual maintenance payment made to each placement source.  Costs for other

services provided to families should also be calculated in the cost model, as should costs of

worker time per case and court-related costs. Total costs for an experimental and control

group could then be compared.

Analysis of cost data for the evaluation should explore the differences in cost between

family preservation cases and those not receiving family preservation. Additional analyses of

13
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the costs associated with various s&populations  receiving family preservation services should

b8 undertaken to determine  how services could be provided in a more cost-effective manner.

3. Child Well-Being and Family Functioning

0. issue

Services provided by family preservation programs are typically designed  to address

families’ needs such 8s improved interactions among family members, identification of

community services that can assist the family as well 8s r8dUC8 isolation, and alteration of

behavior patterns that fed to the crisis and the n88d  for placement. The programs are also

often designed to address concrete n88dS  such as housing repairs and payment of utilities.

Logically, provision of family preservation services is expected to ensure that children 8r8

safe, that their basic needs are met, that adult members of the family b8COm8 better able to

cope with crisis and seek help when they need it, and that overall parenting skills are

improved.

Although there is little disagreement about the need  to measure child and family

outcomes, such measures are Often difficult to implement. Assessments made by family

preservation workers may be considered biased; yet it is often difficult for ,an independent

evaluator to gain access to and acceptance by a family in order to collect baSetin data,

particularly at the onset of services but also at Subsequent times after services have ended.

furthermore, the burden to both family preservation staff and the family as well as the costs

of such efforts, suggest the need to be Selective in identifying measures of child well-being

and family functioning.

14



b. Recommendation

Emphasis should be placed on selecting measures of child safety and well-being as

opposed to measures that examine parenting skills or other measures that focus on changes

in the parent(s) for the following reasons:

l there are more measures of child well-being that are objective and easy to
quantify;

a data will be gathered for all children regardless  of placement Outcome.
Comparable measures of child safety and well-being can be obtained for
children who are placed in foster care as well as those who remain with their
families. In contrast, measures of change in parenting skills 6r parent-child
interaction cannot be obtained for families that experienced e foster care
placement. In other words, parent measures are available for only a subset of
families and cannot be measured independently of placement outcomes.

0 Standardized scales which measure family functioning are often income or
racially/culturally biased or may contain measures of family life that are not
related to the issues that result in a child’welfare  agency’s involvement with a
family. (For example, the Home Environment Scale explores the frequency of
family outings to museums or the number of books and magazines found in the
home).

At a minimum, measures of child safety and well-being should include:

0 Subsequent allegations and substantiated instances of abuse and/or neglect;

8 Truancy rates;
I

0 Runaway episodes;

0 School behavior and performance; and

0 Measures of health status, including inoculations, weight, identification of
developmental delays.

Some of the necessary data can be obtained from existing agency data systems or
I

from unbiased third parties such as teachers. These data also can be supplemented by a

parental or caretaker report of child behavior.

15



A key measure of family functioning should be a reduction in social  isolation or

improved linkages to other services. This measure was frequently cited by child welfare  and

family preservation managers and staff as a key indicator of success. Family  Preservation

Programs provide a very short-term service that cannot possibly ‘fix” deeply imbedded

Problems in a few weeks. Family preservation workers typically attempt to assist families in

joining support groups and parenting programs, and accessing needed Substance abuse or

other counseling services. In addition, they may encourage families to re-establish  ties with

immediate and extended family members, join churches or find other sources of informal
.

support. Some measure of increased use of formal and informal support systems should be

used in an evaluation.

Other possible areas of family functioning to measure include: parenting skills, coping

skills, and home environment measures. In selecting appropriate measurement scales for

evaluation purposes, consideration should be given to the burden to staff and families,
f7

potential biases of the reporting source, non-reporting bias for both the experimental and

control groups, and appropriateness of the measure for child welfare populations.

C. Definition of the Target Population

Issues concerning appropriate target populations in an evaluation of family preservation

services include:

0 Oefinition of the target population as families with at least one child at risk of
imminent foster care placement; and

a Establishment of other criteria for program eligibility.

16
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1. Imminent Risk

a. ISSlJe

The issue of determining the degree of risk of foster care placement is perhaps the

most critical problem affecting future evaluation efforts. Most of the policymakers and state

level program managers with whom we spoke indicated that they  expected family

preservation programs to serve families at risk of imminent foster care placement. Yet

discussions with referring child protective service staff, family preservation program staff, and

some child welfare administrators suggest that this is not always the case. There are several

reasons for this problem, including:

l Risk of foster care placement cannot be objectively assessed by a caseworker.
Although various risk assessment tools may be helpful in determining the
severity of the problem and the potential for serious harm to a child, these
factors alone do not determine risk of foster care placement. Attitudes of the

. child welfare agency and the courts toward placement, availability of foster
care resources, availability of alternative services, willingness of the family to
accept services, and attitudes of individual workers  and their supervisors
toward placement will also affect placement decisions. The decision to refer
a case for family preservation services may be made during the early stages of
investigation and before there is any certainty that placement would occur.

0 The lack of a clear definition of imminent risk also may reflect underlying
philosophical differences in the way program managers and staff perceive
which types of families can benefit from family preservation services. Rather
than focusing on cases in which child protective services would seek a court
order for removal, program managers and staff may consider a family eligible
if they have characteristics associated with a general “high-risk” profile (e.g.,
single, young parent living in poverty). Workers may simply seek to make the
best possible services available to any family they serve whether or not they
truly meet the program criteria. Furthermore, worker attitudes and experience
vary concerning situations in which foster care can be safely avoided. Fear of
child fatalities and the resulting negative agency publicity may preclude referral
of imminent risk families.

0 The child welfare system is a “worker driven system,* in that there is little
oversight or quality control over case decisions made by workers and their
supervisors regarding referrals for family preservation services. In the sites
examined during this study, decisions regarding placement and referral to family
preservation were made by the worker. Although supervisory approval was
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necessary to f8qU8St  a court-ordered placement in ail sites, most Staff and
supervisors acknowledged that this was usually a formality. Furthermore, not
all sites required supervisory approval for other types of decisions, such as
referral ‘to a family preservation program.

The implications of this problem for an outcome evaluation are clear. If cases referred

for family preservation services were not at risk of imminent placement at the time they were

referred for family preservation services, then measures of reduction in foster care placements

are inappropriate. Prior evaluation efforts comparing families randomly assigned to receive

family preservation services or to a control group found no differences between the groups

in the rate of foster care placement. In addition, the rates of placement were extremely low

for both groups. If the cases that were evaluated actually had been at risk of imminent

placement, then the rate of placement (at least for the control group) should have been much

higher.

The lack of an appropriate target population raises several programmatic and evaluation

issues. Family preservation programs tend to serve only a limited number of families. If

families-who are not at risk of imminent placement are served, it is likely that only a few or

even none of the families at risk of imminent placement will receive family preservation

services. Not only does this violate the intent of the program, it diminishes the ability of the

evaluation to determine the effectiveness and cost savings of the program to its fullest extent.

Moreover, the inability to accurately distinguish families’at risk of imminent placement from

other troubled families complicates subsequent analysis of the findings. If the programs

sewed families with varying, but identifiable, degrees of risk of imminent placement,

subsequent analysis of the cost-effectiveness of family preservation services for different

subpopulations would be feasible. However, it is not possible to establish the degree of risk

based on worker referrals. Without the ability to classify families along this dimension,
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outcomes for cases at risk of imminent placement cannot ba distinguished from outcomes for

families who were not at risk.

b. Recommendation

Programs to be evaluated must be able to demonstrate that the process of referring

families for family preservation services ensures that these families would otherwise have

experienced a foster care placement. Plans are currently underway in Michigan and New York.

to alter referral processes to provide a greater guarantee of selecting cases at risk of imminent

placement (at least for evaluation purposes). In Michigan, judges in Wayne .County  have

agreed to participate in an evaluation that would randomly assign cases to receive family

preservation services or to a control group immediately pfter a court-order for foster care

placement was granted. The evaluation is currently pending funding from the Edna McConnell

Clark Foundation.

In New’York,  an evaluation of family preservation programs is underway. Caseworkers

seeking to refer a case for family preservation services must obtain a review by the child

welfare agency’s legal staff that a court-ordered foster care placement would otherwise be

pursued for the case. The outcome evaluation design was to-be based on a comparison of

cases (referred as a result of the above procedures) who received family preservation services

and those who were referred for family preservation but could not be served because the

family preservation program was full. At present, it has not been possible to implement the

evaluation because the family preservation program has had enough slots available to serve

all cases referred. Although the evaluation design has encountered problems, the procedure

does ensure that families referred to family preservation are at risk of imminent placement.

It is seen as a viable approach to the problem of identifying the intended target population.

i*
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In addition, in some of the sites reviewed in this study, program managers had grown

increasingly aware of the problem of appropriate referrals to family preservation programs and

the need to assess the problem and institute greater controls. Such sites would be likely to

consider modifying current referral practices for the purposes of sn evaluation.

Currently, caseworkers decide whether to refer a family for family preservation or place

the child or children in a foster care placement. If the worker decides to refer a case for

family preservation, there is no independent assessment within the child welfare system of

the child’s risk of imminent placement.3 Possible strategies to be employed during the

evaluation should be predicated on the identification of at least one child who is at risk of

placement and then determining if the placement can be safely avoided. It is clear that there

will be cases where alternatives to foster care placement are not feasible (e.g., potential of

harm to the child is too great, parental abandonment). All other cases should be considered

candidates for family preservation and part of the pool of families whose outcomes are

evaluated. Depending upon the circumstances in a particular child welfare agency, the

following means for identifying the appropriate target population during the evaluation should

be considered:

0 Cases are referred for foster care and all procedures including obtaining a court
order for placement are followed. Prior to selection of a specific placement
setting a determination is made of the feasibility and safety of, diverting the
family to family preservation. This procedure would require court cooperation
as well as agency cooperation. Evaluators and program management would
have to agree upon criteria for determining the feasibility and safety of
diverting families. An estimated ceiling could be established on the percent of
cases that could not be diverted from foster care.

3 Family preservation programs may review the question of imminent risk before
accepting a case; however, it is difficult for these programs to challenge the
caseworker’s judgment on this matter.
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0 If gaining court cooperation is a problem, internal maWWm8nt review
procedures could be used or established to determine the likelihood that a
court-ordered placement would be sought end obtained. in child welfare
agencies requiring an agency attorney to review and submit r8W8StS  for court-
ordered placements only those cases which have  been  subject to legal review
and are ready for filing would be considered candidates for family Pr8SWvatiOn.
The same procedures as described abOv8  would then be used for det8rmining
feasibility and safety of diverting the case from foster CW8.

0 If no review system above that of a sup8rvisory  review .is currently in Place in
en agency, e management review teem could be established for this Purpose.
Such a teem would need to be comprised of senior management and/or outside
consultants who understand the importance of determining risk of imminent
placement and. can make accurate assessments on the probability Of court-
ordered placement. .

In other words, a process must be established that reviews and modifies initial worker

referrals. This is not to suggest that workers be ignored during the program evaluation.

Instead, the procedures put in place during the evaluation can be viewed as an opportunity

to identify appropriate referral criteria, provide workers with feedback on theS8  criteria end

Create a forum for developing appropriate  criteria end procedures that could be implemented

after the evaluation period has ended. Although concerns have b88n  raised that the

procedures put in place in order to evaluate family preservation programs could not be

implemented or adapted after the evaluation has ended, this is not necessarily true. In
,

implementing the proposed evaluation design, alternative strategies for restructuring referral-.__-~-

policies, practices and criteria (depending upon the findings) can be formulated. .Child  welfare

staff at all levels can be brought into this process.

A second concern that has been raised by some stakeholders is that even the

procedures described above  cannot guarantee appropriate referrals for family preservation.

Although those involved in a review process might simply “rubber stamp’ worker referrals for

family preservation services, a referral for foster care placement is likely to come under more

scrutiny than referrals for any other form of service. Moreover, while child welfare workers

21
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might bend referral criteria to secure family preservation services for a child that is not at risk

of imminent placement, it is less likely that workers would risk having such a child placed in

foster cars in the hope that they might be assigned to the experimental group and thus receive

family preservation services. Although referral and random assignment procedures should be

carefully monitored to ensure that procedures and criteria are implemented as planned, there

is considerably less likelihood that this approach will be manipulated to any considerable

extent. , . .

2. Other Eligibility Requirements of Family Preservation Programs ’.

a. Issue

Apart from requirements concerning risk of imminent placement, some programs have

requirements that exclude certain kinds of cases because they believe there is a small

likelihood of success. Some family preservation programs sought to exclude families in which

the primary caretaker had a serious substance abuse problem and was not in a treatment

program. Other programs have excluded families with extensive prior histories with the

agency or other evidence of chronic problems such as mental illness.

While all family preservation programs examined in ‘this study served families on a

voluntary basis - the family had to agree to participate, some programs (as well as referral

workers) required families to be “motivated” to receive services. The latter term implies a

need for an enthusiastic acceptance of services and may further exclude families from receipt

of family preservation services.

Homebuilders and other programs following the Homebuilders model state that a family

must be in “crisis” at the time services are offered. However, operationaliting the term

“crisis” has also proved difficult. Rigid adherence to such a definition might preclude serving
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families with long-standing problems. to avoid this problem, the prospect of the removal of

a child from the family must itself be considered a crisis.

b. Recommendation

Although it is understandable that programs may not want to expend limited family

preservation resources on cases which they do not believe are likely to succeed, there is

presently no data on which to base such a decision. Therefore, for evaluation purposes, it is

preferable to include programs that have few eligibility restrictions other than those

concerning risk of imminent placement. Preferably, programs should serve all.families with

a child at risk of imminent placement who are willing to accept services and for whom the

safety of the child in the home can be maintained with the family preservation intervention.

D. Evaluation Design Alternatives

Scpport  for differing evaluation design strategies varied based on perceptions of the

importance of key study issues. The evaluability assessment findings concerning decision-

making referral practices within the child welfare system. raised overall concerns that went

beyond the question of the effectiveness of family preservation programs. As a result, ’

designs to address somewhat different issues emerged including a design for evaluating family

preservation programs and a design for evaluating the child welfare system decision-making

process.
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1. Design for Evaluating Family Preservation Pfogr8mS

a. Issue

Most stakeholders involved in child welfare research agree that an evaluation design

employing random assignment of families with a child judged to ba at risk Of imminent foster

care placement is the most preferred method for determining program effectiveness  in

reducing foster care placement.

Traditionally, program managers and staff have difficulty accepting this model.

However, some program managers with whom we spoke are amenable to cooperating with

such a design: however, they point out the serious difficulties that may ba encountered in

securing the cooperation of agency staff. Those who argue against random assignment

believe that it is unethical for the agency to deny services to needy families. Typically, this

objection is countered by the reality that in most child welfare environments only limited

family preservation resources are available and therefore, not all eligible families are served.

Thus, random assignment is simply altering the way that existing resources are rationed.

Even managers and staff who accept the premise that service rationing exists without

random assignment may be reluctant to accept a random assignment model. Instead, these

managers and staff indicated they would accept a design thatestablished a comparison group

through an overflow model - that is, by identifying families who were referred for services -

but not accepted because there were no vacancies in the family preservation program. As

noted, this approach was planned in New York, but has yet to be successfully implemented.

Other design options that would employ a matched comparison group were also

explored. This included the selection of a comparable county, or field office, in which no

family preservation services were offered, or the random assignment

who could and could not refer cases for family preservation services.

24
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which would examine changes in foster care placement rates before and after the availability

of family preservation services was also considered.

b. Recommendation

Despite the potential difficulties in implementing a random assignment model, it is the

approach most likely to address key questions concerning foster car& avoidance and cost

savings. If random assignment is not feasible, an overflow model might be an acceptable

alternative for establishing a control group. Under this experimental approach the control

group would receive the services otherwise planned  for the child and family. Although, if the

mod81 is established correctly, the majority of cases in the control group should enter foster

care immediately. No service Other  than family preservation would be withheld from that child

or family. This approach will ensure that children and families are adequately protected and

served. Other approaches were less favorably viewed by members of the Intergovernmental

Workgroup and Technical Advisory Panel for several reasons:

0 Models that rely on, observing differences in aggregate statistics between
counties or subgroups within a county do. not consider the relatively small
number of cases served by family preservation programs. The ability to
ObS8rV8  change in aggregate caseload data is-minimal. ,

0 Models that rely on observing changes in outcomes across time fail to consider _ _
and account for other changes within the child welfare system that might
explain differences in observed outcomes.

2. Design for Evaluating Child Welfare System Decision-Making

a. Issue

Still other design options that were less focused on foster care avoidance outcomes

were considered. These designs were predicated on the belief that family preservation

services cannot, and should not, be studied in isolation. The findings of the evaluability
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assessment point to broader issues within the child welfare system that have Serious  Policy

implications. These include the process by which decisions regarding foster Care placement,

receipt of family preservation services or other services are made; the extent of unnecessary

foster care placements that are currently made; and the availability of other services both es

an alternative to family preservation 8s well as to supplement family preservation efforts.

To address these concerns evaluation models were proposed that would examine the

child welfare system, including but not limited to family preservation services. These

approaches included sampling cases from various components of the child welfare system and

tracking them over a specified time period; using aggregate data to examine the flow and

timing of cases to different service delivery components; and, conducting extensive interviews

with caseworkers to understand the criteria and contextual factors affecting decision-making.

Specific attention would be paid to the decisions concerning appropriate services and

necessary placement and to the outcomes experienced by children and families under different

service modalities (e.g., family preservation, ongoing protective services, foster care).

Models that address concerns about the lack of information on broader child welfare

systems issues have not been rejected but should be addressed through supplements to the

basic study design. Some of the proposed designs could be conducted simultaneously to the

basic design. At a minimum, in jurisdictions with sophisticated child welfare tracking

systems, cases from other service components of the child welfare system can be selected

and tracked to determine case characteristics, service utilization patterns, placement

decisions, and types of case outcomes. A process analysis can be expanded to address other

issues of concern such as decision-making and availability of other services. Analysis of cases

included and excluded from the random assignment pool can provide a minimum estimate of

the rate of necessary placements.
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b. Recommendation

A study of child welfare system decision-making is an important complement to an

evaluation of family preservation programs and should be conducted independently of the

proposed evaluation for family preservation programs. The recommended evaluation of family

preservation programs will necessitate altering typical child welfare decision-making in order

to select cases which are at risk of imminent placement. The study of child welfare system

decision-making would be designed to further explore the decision-making as it naturally

occurs within the system. The recommended approach for this study includes the following

activities:

0 Analysis of aggregate data to determine the flow and timing of case actions
(openings, closings, transfers to ongoing child protective services, family
preservation, other preventive service programs, and foster care).

a Intensive discussions with caseworkers to determine the complete range of
factors affecting their decision-making
sample of cases.

E. Length of Time Required For An Evaluation

1. Jssue

and to review the decisions made in a

Whether the measure of foster care avoidance or some measure of famly functioning

is used, the question concerning the length of time required to observe the intended outcomes

remains to be addressed. Discussions with various stakeholders resulted in suggestions of

the appropriate time frame ranging from one to two years.

If programs succeed only in achieving a short delay in a placement occurrence,

questions arise about whether this result is cost-effective or beneficial to the child. On the

other hand, family preservation is a short-term, crisis-oriented intervention. It does not appear

2
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realistic to assume that long-term outcomes can be attributed solely to the services provided

through the program. Furthermore, long-term success or failure may be more directly related

to the availability of follow-up services than to the family preservation program.

2. Recommendation

As a preliminary measure, 18 months from the time a family is assigned to the

experimental or control group appears to be a reasonable length of time in which to ascertain

most program outcomes. Documented need for, availability, and utilization of follow-upI

services should be examined in interpreting findings.

It will be important, however, to reconsider this time frame as data on the length of

time cases remain open become available. This is particularly critical in determining cost

savings. If the majority of cases are still open at the time of cost analysis, only “front-end”

costs will be captured. The full extent of costs associated with long-term cases will remain

u n k n o w n .

F. Sample Sizes

1. Issue

Developing adequate sample sizes may prove somewhat problematic. ~-Family

preservation programs in most jurisdictions are relatively small and it is likely that the

evaluation might need to continue for several years in order to achieve a reasonable sample

size. Variations in the child welfare environment and the delivery of family preservation

services raise questions about the feasibility of aggregating data across program sites.
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2. Recommendation

The required sample sizes should be determined by the minimum statistical power

necessary to be acceptable to policymakers. Sample sizes should be sufficient to generate

the desired degree of precision at each .program site. Power analyses can be undertaken to

determine the sample size needed. For example, in order to detect a change in placement

rates from 80 percent to 70 percent, using a five percent level of significance, sample sizes

of 300 cases per treatment and control group are needed to achieve statistical power of 80.

percent. Thus, a final sample size of 600 cases per site is desired. However, sample attrition

over the course of the evaluation must be considered. For outcome variables such as out-of-

home placement days and re-allegations of abuse and neglect, data can be obtained from

existing child welfare data systems. Thus, attrition will be minimal. For other measures (e.g.,

family functioning) that require ongoing contact with families, attrition rates will be higher.

If attrition for only foster care placement and cost measures is considered, a ten percent

attrition rate appears reasonable. Thus, initial samples of 660 cases per site (330 in each of

the control and treatment groups) should be drawn.

Although 660 cases should permit analyses of the outcome measures for the entire

case sample, it may be too small to permit analysis of different subpopulations within the

sample. Also analysis may be limited for some age-specific outcomes of child safety and well-

being (e.g., truancy, receipt of immunizations). If resources are available, larger sample sizes

should be considered.

Determining the appropriate sampling unit is also somewhat problematic. Since family

preservation services are provided to the entire family, it would be logical to sample families;

however, foster care placement is related to a specific child or children in a family. Although,

in some instances all children in the family may be at imminent risk, in others only one child
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might be at risk. If more than one child in each family is included in the sample, family

characteristic data on each sampled child is not independent. To avoid this problem, the

recommended approach to sample selection involves a two-step process. First, eligible

families are randomly assigned to either the experimental or control group. Children in each

families are then identified as at being or not being at risk for imminent foster care Placement.

If more than one child is at imminent risk, then one of the children is randomly selected.

0. Summary
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Based on the issues discussed above,  the parameters for an evaluation design would:

8 Limit the range of programs examined to those that provide short-term,
intensive, .home-based services (maximum service duration of eight weeks,
maximum caseloads of four families, minimum average of five hours per week
of in-home services, 24-hour access to family’s caseworker).

0 Include measures of program outcomes that focus on the main goal of family
preservation programs -- foster care avoidance and associated cost-savings.
Additional measures of child safety and well-being should be explored as should
the ability of family preservation programs to link a family to formal and
informal services and support systems. Where feasible, other measures of
family functioning such as improvement in parenting skills should be measured.

8 Randomly assign families who meet the operational criteria for having at least
one child at risk of imminent placement. This approach is necessary to
measure the program outcomes of interest. Overflow models (i.e., those that
select a comparison group from families who were not served due to lack of
available family preservation services) can be considered in lieu of random
assignment if no major differences in case characteristics between the
treatment and comparison groups are found. Families in the control group
would receive any services (including foster care) other than family preservation
that are deemed appropriate.

0 Reflect the fact that current referral policies and procedures in child welfare
agencies do not ensure that cases referred for family preservation services are
necessarily those at risk of imminent placement nor do they assure that families
with children who are placed in foster care could not have had placement safely
averted. Therefore, implementation of a random assignment model must be
accompanied by establishing a Set of procedures for determining that cases
referred for family preservation are those that would otherwise b8 placed in
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foster care. These procedures should involve selecting cases for assignment
to the treatment or control group after there is a greater degree of certainty
that foster care placement would actually occur. Possible procedures would
include random assignment of cases approved by the court  for placement,
reviewed by an agency legal department to determine if they would petition the
court for placement, or reviewed by a senior management/consultant panel to
determine the appropriateness of the preliminary decision to seek placement.
Cases in which there was a determination that it was unsafe or not feasible to
avoid placement would be excluded from the evaluation and presumably placed
in foster care.
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CHAPTER III

. EVALUATION DESIGN

In this chapter an evaluation design for family preservation programs is presented. The

design includes an overview of the study approach and a statement of the study objectives,

research questions, and data collection methods. The design incorporates the

recommendations on key issues discussed in the preceding chapter and further specifies other

aspects of the evaluation. -

A. Study Objectives

Although much of the discussion of evaluation issues focused on conducting an

outcome evaluation, the objectives of the evaluation should encompass both process and

outcome objectives. As discussed in Chapter II, the key goals of family preservation programs

are to avoid unnecessary foster care placement and the related costs of placement, ensure

the safety of children, and improve family functioning. In addition, there is a need to

understand more about how family preservation programs work, for whom they are most

effective, and the factors within the child welfare system’and the larger service delivery

environment that facilitate or inhibit program success. Finally; there is a need to understand

the ways in which family preservation programs affect the child welfare system. For example,

for what percentage of the families served by the child welfare system is family preservation

appropriate and effective? The objectives of the study are as follows:

Objective 1: To determine the extent to which family preservation programs are
effective in safely reducing unnecessary foster care placements and
related costs.
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Objective 2:

objective 3:

Objective 4:

Objective 5:

To determine the extent to which family preservation programs are
effective in meeting the basic needs of children, and promoting
improved family functioning.

To determine the extent to which family preservation programs have
varying degrees of success with different target populations. .

To determine the extent to which program variables, child welfare
system variables and other factors in the service delivery environment
affect the success of family preservation services. .

To identify the effects of family preservation programs on the child
welfare system. ,. . .

The research questions associated with each objective as wall as relateddata collection

and analysis issues are discussed below.

1. Objective 1: To determine the extent to which family preservation programs
8r6 effective in safely reducing unnecessary foster care
placements and related costs.

The research questions associated with this objective are shown in Exhibit 3-l. These

questions are intended to examine differences in foster care placement using a variety of

different measures to better understand the implications and costs of foster care placement.

Acrucial analysis is the determination of the difference between the experimental and control

groups in the number and duration of placement episodes or other services monitored by the

child welfare agency. This calculation is essential to determining costs. .Furthermore,

analyses should distinguish between types of placements, particularly paid and unpaid

placements, and paid placements requiring different levels of care (e.g., foster family homes

and residential treatment facilities).

Another issue that should be addressed, if feasible, is whether or not children who are

placed in foster care after receipt of family preservation programs are more likely to have

permanent alternate living arrangements, either through an adoptive placement or plan for
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adoption, or through a change in guardianship to a non-custodial parent or other relative.

Overall, the focus on foster care placement as an outcome measure needs to be refined to

better described observed differences in the types of settings utilized, especially in the use of

relative placements or other arrangements.

Data on the type and length of agency supervised placements should be available

through case records or child welfare information systems. However, this may not include

all forms of out-of-home placement. Placements of youth by the juvenile justice system may. .

be unknown to the child welfare system. Also, informal out-of-home care arrangements (e.g.,

a child living with a grandparent) may also be unknown to the child welfare system. Where

feasible, child welfare data on placements should be supplemented by parent interviews to

determine the nature and extent of other out-of-home placements.

Calculating the costs of out-of-home placement and the provision of other services can

be difficult but should not be limited to a comparison of estimates of aggregate foster care

maintenance dayments to the a’ggregate  costs of family preservation services. Additional

costs relating to the purchase of other services as well as the cost of maintaining a case in

an ongoing child protective serv/ce  unit must be considered in developing case-specific cost

estimates for all families in the sample. Data on other purchased services is likely to be

available in child welfare agency computer systems. Data on direct services provided by child

welfare agency staff may be difficult to access, but efforts should be made to estimate staff

time per case and calculate these costs. Comparisons of cost between the experimental and

control group should be as inclusive as possible. In addition, analyses should be conducted

to determine variations.in costs attributable to certain types of cases. Estimates can then be

made on the potential for cost-effectiveness if services were targeted to certain

subpopulations.

i
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2. Objective 2: To determine the extent to which family preservation programs
are effective in meeting the basic needs of children and
promoting improved family functioning.

The research questions associated with this objective are presented in Exhibit 3-2. In

assessing other outcomes of family preservation efforts, emphasis should be placed on

selecting outcomes that can be objectively measured and for which comparable data can be

collected for both the experimental and control groups. Consideration should be given to the

ability to secure cooperation from respondents over the 1 &month data collectiob period. Data

for some of the research questions, such as te-allegations of abuse and neglect, can be readily

obtained from child welfare data systems. Others will require the cooperation of the parents

(or foster parents or other caretakers) to obtain.

3. Objective 3: To determine the extent to which family preservation programs
7 have varying degrees of success with different target

populations.

A key criticism of prior evaluations of family preservation programs is that they have

been “black box” evaluations in terms of determining the client characteristics and service

variables associated with successful avoidance of -foster care.  The research questions

associated with this objective (see Exhibit 3-3) are designed to address this problem.

Characteristics that should be examined include age and number of children at risk,

race/ethnicity, age of parent(s), single versus two-parent families, the nature of the allegation,

prior history of abuse or neglect and out-of-home placement, and other presenting problems

including substance abuse problems of the caretaker.

Despite the importance of this objective, the ability to conduct the necessary analysis

may be limited by characteristics of the population served. For example, if only a small

number of the cases involve a caretaker with a substance abuse problem, the sample may be

i
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evaluation period. Quantitative data should be supplemented with information from child

I

welfare and family preservation program management and staff. Interview data should focus

on decision-making in service delivery, referral practices, availability and access toservices,

as well as the identification of exogenous variables that might explain any observed

differences in case outcomes.

5. Objective 5: To identify the effects of family ~prewvation pfogrcrms on the
child welfare system.

As in Objective 4, the focus of the research issues under Objective 5 (see Exhibit 3-5)

is on the interaction between family preservation programs and other aspects of the child

welfare environment. Whereas Objective 4 focuses on the affects of the child welfare

environment on the delivery of family preservation services, Objective 5 is concerned with the

current and future effects of family preservation on the child welfare environment.

;P The first questions focus specifically on the potential influence of family preservation

programs on caseload dynamics. As previously noted, the extent of unnecessary foster care

placements is currently unknown, and the effectiveness of family preservation services for

different subpopulations is uncertain. Data from the sample cases included in the evaluation,

as well as those excluded from the study because they required immediate placemem  to _

ensure safety of the child(ren), can begin to provide answers to these questions.

Comparisons of these findings with general child welfare caseload statistics can help establish

some parameters as to the potential effects of family preservation on the child welfare

system. This, in turn, is crucial to helping policymakers address questions of resource

allocation among service delivery alternatives. For example, if family preservation services

were determined to be successful in preventing foster care placement in cases involving

physical abuse, but not in cases of physical neglect or sexual abuse, then policymakers and
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program managers might consider allocating resources to family preservation services

proportional to the percentage of the caseload involving physical abuse. lf family Preservation

is effective in both physical abuse and neglect cases but not. sexual abuse  cases, then

resource allocations should mirror the percentage of the caseload involving physical abuse and

neglect.

in addition, some policymakers and program managers believe that the existence of

family preservation programs have had other, more subtle influences on the child welfare

system and can facilitate movement of policymakers, managers and staff from a placement-

oriented approach to child welfare problems to one that stresses prevention and.maintenance

of intact families. For example, at the policy level, perceived success of the program may lead

to the availability of resources for other types of prevention efforts. At the service delivery

level, workers who are usually inclined to place a child immediately under certain

circumstances may become more comfortable with first providing family preservation services.

Interviews with agency managers and staff should explore these issues.

B. Study

1.

Approach

Study Components

As outlined in the preceding chapter, the design presented in this document focuses ~--_ .-~ -__

on a case-specific random assignment of cases in which foster care placement is judged as

imminent by the court, review by agency legal counsel, or review by an expert group

comprised of senior agency management personnel or consultants. Cases assigned to both

a control group and an experimental group will be tracked for a minimum of 18 months.

Comparative analyses will be conducted to determine the difference between the groups on:

the number of out-of-home placement episodes and the number of placement days per
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episode (including both paid and unpaid placements); the cost of all services provided to both

groups; re-allegations of abuse and neglect and other measures of child safety; and

improvements in family functioning. Data on caseload characteristics and service delivery will

be collected and analyt8d to determine differences  in successful outcomes for different

subpopulations 8nd under alternative levels of service delivery.

This evaluation would also include a process analysis. The approach taken in the

process analysis should be based on the strategies used in the evaluability assessment. The

findings of the evaluability assessment suggest that programs examined did not necessarily

operate as initially designed. Although this evaluation should be structured to overcome key

discrepancies between design and implementation at the outset of the evaluation, this process

must be carefully monitored throughout the evaluation effort. Thus, the process analysis

should be structured to:

l Provide additional information on program policies, procedures, operations and
contextual factors and to compare differences in programs across evaluation
sites; and

0 Ensure that key program elements are operating as expected by the evaluators
and that any problems that affect the study ‘methodology can be identified and
resolved early in the evaluation.
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A separate evaluation should  be conducted to provide a better understanding of the

operations of family preservation programs within the child welfare system. The study would

include an analysis of available aggregate child welfare system data to identify the interactions

between family preservation programs and other aspects of the child welfare delivery system.

It should include an analysis of: the number of child abuse and neglect allegations

investigated; the proportion of investigated cases that are opened for monitoring, in-home

S8rviC8  provision, or foster Care placement; case Closing rates for in-home services and foster

f
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care placement cases; duration and types of services provided; case characteristics associated

with different case actions; and the length of time between referral and provision of services.

The study would also examine child welfare decision-making concerning service delivery and

foster care. The approach taken would be based on extensive interviews with caseworkers

to determine all factors affecting

reviewed with workers to identify

2. Site Selection

decision-making. Sample cases would be selected and

the factors affecting their decisions.

Sites considered for inclusion in the evaluation of family preservation programs should

meet the following criteria:

0 Sites should have a family preservation component consistent with the program
characteristics described in Chapter II -- a maximum caseload of four families;
a maximum of eight weeks of service and a minimum average of five hours of
in-home services per week.

0 The family preservation program should have been operating foi at least two
years and not have any immediate plans for altering the program model.

a The family preservation program should employ only minimal criteria for case
exclusion (e.g.,  parental unwillingness to accept services).

0 Sites should be limited to more urban settings or jurisdictions, those likely to
yield a sufficient sample size in a two to three year period.

At a minimum, sites should be willing to make necessary changes to their current case

referral practices to ensure that only families with at least one child at risk of imminent

placement are included in the study. Sites must also be willing to cooperate with a federal

evaluation. As previously discussed, Michigan and New York have planned evaluations that

contain the necessary controls on their referral practices. In the first stage of a federal

evaluation, priority should be given to working with sites who are currently establishing such
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approaches for their own evaluations. For these sites, efforts would focus on: (1) ensuring

that implementation is meeting the criteria established for selection of imminent risk cases;

and (2) supplementing data gathering and analysis techniques, as necessary, to achieve the

-objectives of this study.

If arrangements cannot be made with sites currently planning their own eValuatiOnS,

dtes who are willing to alter existing referral practices should ba considered. This would
*

provide the opportunity to test the feasibility of gaining state and local cooperation and

commitment to change referral practices independent of existing evaluation efforts. It would

also ensure that the evaluation design desired for the federal evaluation would not be

compromised by the needs or desires of the state or local evaluation. Discussions with state

and local program managers suggest that some sites might readily consider this option. If not,

consideration should be given to funding family preservation efforts through research and

demonstration grants in sites that would develop procedures consistent with the evaluation

p l a n .

3. Case Selection Criteria

The approach to this study is predicated on the assumption that referral practices can

be altered to ensure that cases et risk of imminent placement are selected for study. for the -- - ~-

purposes of the study, placement is defined to include cases in which a court order for

placement has been or will be sought, or cases in which a voluntary placement agreement for

a paid out-of-home placement will be put in affect.

Although family preservation programs often provide services to promote re-

unification of children and families after placement has occurred, such cases are not part of

th8 scope of this study. Nevertheless, some ceses involving short-term emergency
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pICements may still be considered appropriate for this study. In most  jurisdictions,

emergency custody of a child(ren)  may be taken by the child welfare agency or police typically

for no more than a 72-hour  period before a court order for continuing placement is required.

Realistically, it is not feasible to suggest that an agency delay taking emergency custody in

order to obtain a review of the necessity of placement. Instead, cases included in the

evaluation should encompass situations in which the agency has emergency custody and has

sought or is planning to seek a court order to maintain custody for more than 72 hours. Any

case in which placement had continued for longer than the 72-hour period would not be

included in the study. Of course, cases in which court orders for placement are sought

without a prior emergency placement would also be included in the study.

In some ch,ild welfare systems, agencies may Leek or accept a voluntary placement

agreement with a family in lieu of seeking a court order. This may occur &hen the caretaker

is seeking placement for a child as a result of child behavior problems, when parental
.

cooperation with a placement obviates the need for court involvement, or when a non-

custodial parent or other relative intends to assume care of a child without agency supervision

or payment. In such instances, determination of the risk of imminent placement may be more

difficult. In addition to a review by senior management to determine the degree of risk, the

placement planned should be one that the child welfare agency intends to pay for and

monitor.

For cases that meet the criteria described above, decisions concerning the risk of

imminent placement must be made. Under the proposed design, caseworkers would no longer

directly refer cases to family preservation. Instead, workers would make a determination to

refer a case for foster care placement, provide ongoing monitoring and/or other preventive

services, or close a case. Cases referred for foster care placement would undergo supervjsory
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review as well as any other review process that is required to obtain an out-of-home

placement. If operational difficulties are encountered when the courts are required to actually

mandate placement prior to randomly assigning cases to family .preservation,  then an

alternative review process would need to be established. A senior management review or

review by agency legal counsel can be substituted for court review.

family preservation. Cases could be deemed inappropriate for several reasons:

Cases that are approved for placement would then be screened for appropriateness for

p-Q: This would include cases in which a parent(s)  was
incarcerated, institutionalized, or otherwise unavailable.

p nljre: This would include cases of abandonment or
instances where parents refused to continue to care for a child.

Safetv  of the Child: This would include cases in which the provision of family
preservation services is deemed insufficient to secure the immediate safety of the
child. It is assumed that this would be limited to cases of serious physical abuse or
neglect of young children, or sexual abuse cases in which the perpetrator remains in
the home or a parent refuses to prevent contact between the child and perpetrator.
Agencies should be required to document the nature of the threat to child safety and
the reason intensive services would be insufficient to protect the child. It is important
to note that the question is one of safety in delaying placement for a maximum of
eight weeks during which time intensive family preservation services would be
provided. Furthermore, at any time during the intervention that a child’s safety was
questioned, a child could be placed in foster care. . -

Clearly, child safety is of paramount concern during the evaluation and agencies would

be free to exclude from random assignment cases involving a child’s immediate safety.

However, the nature and frequency of such exemptions should be documented and reviewed

to ensure that cases are not unnecessarily diverted from the evaluation sample,

Cases not meeting any of the above exclusion criteria would then become part.of the

study sample and be forwarded to the evaluator for random assignment to an experimental
”

or control group. The assigned cases would then be referred back to the agency for action.
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Cases assigned to the experimental group would receive family preservation, s8rvices  (if

program resources permit). Control group cases would not be eligible for family preservation

services. Presumably these cases would be placed in foster care as initially planned; however,

this may not always occur. Case actions for all families, including those 8xCluded  from the

random assignment pool, should be tracked carefully through the study by the evaluator to

determine actual case actions.

Thus, the evaluation design calls for two distinct studies: (1) an evaluation of family

preservation programs to include an experimental design for measuring the_ effects of the

provision of family preservation services on reducing foster care placement and associated

costs, as well as ensuring child safety and improving family functioning, and to identify

program and system variables that may explain observed outcomes; and (2) an evaluation of

child welfare system decision-making based on an analysis of aggregate child welfare system

data and caseworker interviews to further explore the environment in which family
.

preservation programs operate. The five Obj8CtiV8S  and related  research questions concerning

program outcomes and processes can be addressed through the family preservation evaluation

design if th8 design is properly implemented. Broader questions about child welfare decision-

making would be addressed through the second evaluation.*
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.r CHAPTER IV

1

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN

This chapter sets forth a plan for implementing the evaluation design described in

Chapter ill. As previously noted, concerns were expressed by various stakeholders about the

feasibility of securing and maintaining child welfare agency cooperation with an evaluation

design that required major changes in decision-making and referral procedures for foster care

and family preservation. In addition, members of the Intergovernmental Workgroup and

Technical Advisory Panel expressed the need to conduct a more encompassing evaluation of

the child welfare service delivery system including an assessment of a broader range of home-

based service delivery efforts as well as outcomes of foster care placement. To address these

concerns, the implementation plan calls for two studies: (1) a family preservation program
.

;**

d n evaluation; and (2) an evaluation of child welfare system decision-making.
rI

f
3 A. Family Preservation Program Evaluation

* ,.
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Ideally, the evaluation design described in the preceding chapter would be implemented

in conjunction with similar evaluations currently planned in other sites or in sites with well-

established family preservation programs not currently involved in developing their own

evaluations. The evaluation is expected to last for five years and will be carefully monitored

throughout the project to ensure that: expectations concerning selection of cases at risk of

imminent placement are being met; that random assignment procedures are being

implemented; and that case tracking does not show any changes in case opening or closing

practices that would indicate that efforts are being made to divert the intent of the changes
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in referral practices. If the process should not appear to be working or amenable to

correction, the evaluation should be discontinued after the first year of the study.

If the evaluation appears to be working, the number of sites evaluated would be

expanded during the course of the evaluation. A decision about expanding the study to

include other sites can probably be made by the end of th8 second year of the evaluation. At

this stage there should be sufficient information about the efficacy of

In selecting additional sites, consideration might be given to expanding

sires to better examine program effects on different subpopulations.

The evaluation is likely to require five years to complete. The

the evaluation design.

and stratifying sample

first year of the study

will include the selection of two to three sites, examination of existing evaluation plans,

negotiation of agreements to supplement initial evaluations, and development of a final

evaluation design, data collection instruments and analysis plan. Oata collection will occur

in the second, third, and fourth years of the study.. Although client outcomes are currently

expected to be monitored for 18 months, we anticipate that it may take up to three years to

obtain the proposed sample size of 330 cases in each of the control and experimental groups.

It is expected that interim reports will be produced that would document  all preliminary

findings. In the fifth year, all final analysis will be conducted and the final study reports

prepared.

A detailed description of the tasks necessary to conduct the evaluation of family

preservation programs is provided below.

1. Evaluation Planning (Year 1)

The most difficult tasks to be accomplished in this evaluation concern the selection of

sites and the development of a plan to ensure that cases at risk of imminent placement are
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the focus of the evaluation effort. The key to successful implementation of the design will

rest with establishing quality control procedures and monitoring the case referral and random

assignment process as well as the data collection and analysis efforts. -Working with.

evaluation staff or contractors conducting a state or local evaluation will require that a clear

delineation of the roles and responsibilities of each group of evaluators is understood.

‘Throughout the course of the evaluation, situations are likely to arise that may require

adjustments to the original design. Agreements must be reachedto ensure that any changes

are approved by federal and state stakeholders and evaluators.

The specific steps necessary to complete all activities leading up to data collection are

described below.

a. Step 1 - Identify Sites

At present, evaluation efforts in Michigan and New York are planned that establish

procedures for ensuring that cases referred for family preservation services are at risk of

imminent placement and for assigning these cases either to a treatment or control group.

Other states may also be contemplating such efforts. A list of potential sites can be identified

through discussions with child welfare agencies-, family preservation program staff, and

foundations funding family ireservation programs and child welfare research.

In addition, the evaluation should incorporate 8t least one site that does not have an

existing evaluation planned, but has a well-developed family preservation program and a

history of conducting research and evaluation studies of family preservation efforts.

Candidate sites should be identified through a literature review and informal discussions with

potential programs.

stat8 participation.

If necessary, demonstration funds should be made available to encourage
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b. Step 2 - Review Current Program Operations and Evaluation Plans

For those sites identified in. Step 1, existing programs should be reviewed tO determine

whether or not the family preservation program meets the study definition. This will include

an On-site  review  of program operation es well 8s 8 review of evaluation plans.  Caseload

sttatistics  will need to be examined in order to estimate the length of time  that will be

necessary to achieve the desired sample sizes.

for sites with existing evalu8tion  plans, the following issues will be explored to

determine the consistency of proposed st8t8 or local plans with the federal evaluation design.

Key issues to examine 8re:

0 Procedures for ensuring that criteria for risk of imminent placement 8re met;

a Proposed outcome measures;

0 Planned  data collection efforts including the data sources 8nd measurement
scales to be used, procedures for selecting and training data collectors, and
frequency with which data will be gathered;

0 Proposed sample sizes;

0 lime frames for tracking c8ses  to determine outcomes;

a Tim8 frames for completing the study; -

0 Random assignment procedures; and ._ __ __.__._

0 Quality control plans.

If preliminary information about evaluation plans appears consistent with the federal

evaluation design, discussions should be held with key stakeholders at the state and local level

about their interest in coordinating their efforts with the federal evaluation.

I’
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In addition, a preliminary review of existing aggregate data systems should be

undertaken to determine the availability of data for conducting an analysis of child welfare

caseload dynamics.

C. Step 3 - Develop a Preliminary Evaluation Agreement
*
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For sites interested in coordinating their efforts with the federal evaluation, a

preliminary evaluation agreement should be developed. The ,agreement should delineate:

0 The tasks and activities to be conducted under the state evaluation:

0 The tasks and activities to be conducted under the federal evaluation by state
and local staff or evaluators;

0 The tasks and activities to be conducted by the federal evaluators;

0 Protocols and procedures for advising the various participants of any problems
encountered and any planned changes: and

0 Plans for ensuring the exchange of information including procedures for
overcoming any confidentiality issues.

The draft agreement should first be reviewed with federal evaluation staff to determine

the level of federal resources required to supplement the state q.r local evaluation and whether

or not the federal government would wish to proceed with this effort. If so, final negotiations
_~~

with the site should be held.

For the one site selected that is not currently planning its own evaluation, a similar

process should be employed. The evaluators should meet with key program staff to secure

their interest and cooperation with the plan. If necessary, consideration should be given to

reimburse the child welfare agency and/or family preservation program for any costs incurred

during its participation in the evaluation. An evaluation agreement should be developed that

details the procedures for case referral and random assignment, as well as all data collection
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procedures. The agreement should be signed by appropriate federal officials, the federal

evaluator, child welfare agency and family preservation program managers, and the state/local

evaluator.

d. Step 4 - Develop a Final Evaluation Design

The final evaluation design will be based on the evaluation agreement developed with

each site. ft should include a detailed plan specifying the relationships between study

objectives, research issues, data elements, data collection procedures, and data analysis

plans. The design should consider which data collection instruments, if any, will’require OMB

clearance and how time frames for obtaining OMB clearance might affect the overall study

plans.

It is important to note that collecting data from case records or aggregate data systems

will not require OMB clearance. Thus, data on out-of-home placements, child abuse and

neglect allegations, services delivered, and the costs of services and placement can be

obtained without clearance.

Any interviews or forms completed by clients or program staff would require OMB

clearance unless such data collection efforts are undertaken as part of the state/local

evaluation. These data collection efforts are likely to focus on obtaining measures of child

well-being and family functioning. Consideration should be given to limiting these measures

if it appears that delays in OMB clearance would seriously affect implementing the evaluation

according to time frames agreed upon with state and local officials.
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8. Step 5 - Develop A Quality Assurance Plan and Monitoring System

The federal evaluators should be responsible for all quality assurance activities. A half-

time to full-time data collection manager should be on-site during the time in which procedures

for cese  referral and random assignment begin and should continue to be on-site throughout

the data collection period. The quality assurance procedures should include the following:
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0 Developing and implementing a plan for receiving data on all cases referred for
out-of-home placement and the decision reached by the agency to pursue
placement. All cases identified as being at risk of imminent .placement  and
excluded by the agency or courts from random assignment should be reviewed
by the evaluator and reasons for excluding the’case should be-documented.

0 Developing a plan for randomly assigning cases to the treatment or control
group, notifying the agency of the assignment, and receiving feedback on the
assignment of treatment cases to a family preservation program and the
subsequent case action on cases in the control group.

0 Developing a plan for periodic access to information systems to determine case
status in family preservation programs, foster care placement, or other
components of the child welfare system.

0 Analyzing data on case exclusions, actual placement rates for ,the control
groups, and duration of placements in the first 30 days. Any findings that
suggest the case referral process is not working as intended should be reviewed
with agency staff to determine the problem and corrective action that should
be taken.

0 Participating in the training of data collection ‘staff.

0 Establishing procedures for a re-review of a sample of case record abstracts..‘

0 Establishing procedures for determining the accuracy and completeness of data
on computerized information systems.

Quality control plans should be reviewed with all state/local stakeholders to ensure

their cooperation with the effort.

.
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f. Step 6 - Assess Readiness to Begin the Experimental Design

Before implementing the design, the evaluator and federal staff as well as a technical

advisory group should review all plans to decide if implementation is still feasible and.

consistent with the original federal evaluation design. The evaluation should not continue

unless all key issues  have been resolved.

t
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2. Data CoNaction and Monitoring (Years 2,3, and 41

a. Step 1 - Data Collection

Over the next three years, random assignment of cases and data collection will occur

and the quality control procedures developed will be implemented. For the cases in the
i

experimental design, the data collection procedures outlined below should be followed:
L

:

t 0 Case records should be reviewed and data abstracted at the time cases are
assigned to the treatment or control group. Data should be abstracted on
demographics, nature of the presenting problems, prior history with the child
welfare agency, and case plan goals.

l Follow-up case record reviews shouid  occur six months after the onset of
service or placement and again at 18 months or at case closing if sooner than
18 months. For cases in the treatment group, family preservation program
records should be reviewed at the end of the service. Subsequent reviews of
child protective services case records should’ occur at the six and 1 S-month
follow-up periods or at case closing. Procedures should be established for
determining any re-openings of closed cases within the 18-month time frame.

0 Interviews with families or other pertinent sources (e.g., teachers) to obtain
information on child and family functioning should also be conducted at the
onset of service and at six and 18-month intervals. To the extent that data will
be collected through self-administered questionnaires completed by the
caretaker, baseline data may be collected by family preservation workers or
agency staff during a regularly scheduled visit at the onset of services. Follow-
up data may be collected by local .or federal evaluators depending upon the
eva luat ion  agreement .
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The process analysis will actually begin during the first year of the evaluation. It is

anticipated that in the course of developing a comprehensive evaluation design, a description

of the child welfare system and family preservation program design. and operations will be

documented. Throughout the data collection period, interviews should be scheduled annually

with program managers and a sample of staff to determine if any changes have occurred in

program operations. Similarly, data from computer information systems should be

downloaded annually to permit analysis of aggregate caseload data.

b. Step 2 - Quality Control Monitoring

Throughout the data collection, quality control monitoring procedures should be

implemented. Quarterly reports documenting the number of case referrals for out-of-home

placement, the number of cases included in the study design, the number of cases excluded,

and the reasons for exclusion should be prepared. Any difficulties should be reviewed with

agency and program staff and federal government staff. At the end of the first year of

implementation, an assessment should be made of the feasibility of continuing the study.

Also, any adjustments to the length of time necessary to achieve sufficient sample sizes

should be made.

3. Data Analysis and Final Report Preparation (Year 5)

a. Step 1 - Data Analysis

Although the final analysis and report will be prepared in Year 5, data analysis should

occur annually in Years 2, 3 and 4 of the project. Case analysis should be conducted at six,

12 and 18 months intervals after case opening. Analysis should also be conducted at the end

of 18 months to determine the percentage of cases that remain open at the end of that time
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period. If a high percentage of cases in either the experimental or control group remain open,

it may be necessary to extend the data collection period in order to determine the number of

foster care placement days and to more accurately determine costs. Key analysis of findings

from the experimental design will include:

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

The difference in rates of foster care placement, the number of placement
episodes, and the number of placement days between the experimental and
control groups by program site;

The difference in total cost of service and/or out-of-home placement between
the experimental and control groups by program site;

Regression analysis of case and service characteristics to determine variables
that distinguish successful and unsuccessful family preservation efforts;

The difference in rates of re-allegations of child abuse and neglect between the
experimental and control groups;

The difference in rates of runaway episodes, truancy, and juvenile arrests for
youth over the age of 12 in the experimental and control groups;

The difference in the rate and direction of change in parent or other caretaker
reports of child behavioral problems between the experimental and control
groups;

The difference in the rate and direction of change in parental use of informal
and formal support/service systems between the experimental and control
groups; and

The difference in the rate and direction of change in parenting skills and other
family functioning measures between the experimental and control groups.

Another key analysis to be conducted from data obtained from the outcome evaluation

is an analysis of the “necessary” placement rate. This will be based on examining the

percentage of cases referred to out-of-home placement that were excluded from the

experimental design. These cases form a lower boundary of the necessary placement rate.

Development of an upper bound of the necessary placement rate may be formed by examining

the percentage of cases referred for family preservation in which a placement occurred.
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Analysis of aggregate data from computer information systems will be conducted on

an annual basis. Data should be analyzed for one year preceding the start of the evaluation

and continued through each year of the study. Key analysis will, include: a

a Changes in the number of allegations of abuse and neglect per year;

0 Changes in the rate of substantiation of abuse and neglect allegations;

0 Changes in the rate of case openings after completion of an investigation;

0 Changes in the proportion of cases opened for foster care placement, family
preservation or other service;

0 Changes in the duration of time between case opening and closing; and

0 Differences in the proportion of cases opened for foster care placement, family
preservation, and other service by case characteristics (e.g., type of
abuse/neglect, race/ethnicity,  family size, single versus two-parent family, and
age of children).

Information from the process analysis should be used to provide a qualitative

description of the child welfare system and family preservation programs at each site. Key

issues should include a discussion of the differences between actual program operations and

the description of programs provided by policymakers and program managers; changes in

operations that occurred during the study period; differences’between program sites; and the
..__-..-  .-

implications of these findings in interpreting the data from the outcome evaluation.

b. Step 2 - Preparation of Final Report

The final report will present the findings from the analyses described above. Findings

should be reported by site and synthesized to determine consistencies and variations in

outcomes achieved across program sites. The final report should also include a discussion of

the methodological and operational issues that arose in conducting the evaluation.
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Recommendations should be made on the feasibility of expanding the evaluation to other sites

and on changes that should be made to the design in future evaluations.

Preparation of annual interim reports should faciiitate the preparation of the final report.

However, a draft final report should be prepared at teast three months prior to completion of

the study to allow ample time for both state/local and federal reviews of the report.

4. Resource Requirements I ..
’

The level of effort associated with the evaluation of family preservation programs will

vary depending upon the number of sites included in the study, the amount of data collection

(particularly client interviews), and the extent of data analysis. Estimates of the cost of the

evaluation have been made based on the following assumptions:

The evaluation will include two sites and will cover a period of five years.

Each site would have a data collection manager who would be employed on a
three-quarter to full-time basis.

A three-quarter to full-time project director would be required during the first
year of the evaluation; a half-time director during Years 2,3 and 4; and a three-
quarter time director in Year 5. Additional staff would include 20 percent of a
statistician’s time, 50 percent of a research analyst, 50 percent of a research
assistant, and 25 percent of a secretary’s tirhe in Year 1 and Year 5 of the
evaluation. During Years 2, 3 and 4, staff time could be reduced slightly for
the statistician (1 O%), the research assistant f33%),  and the secretary (20%).  ---‘---- ~--

Six hours per case for case-specific data collection (record reviews and
interviews) per site and three hours of data entry per case would be required
for 660 cases per site at the time of case opening, and again at six and 12
month intervals.

Ten trips to each site should be planned during the first year and up to six trips
to each site may be required in subsequent years.

Based on these assumptions, -costs  for an evaluation in two sites might range as

follows:
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‘YEAi OF EVALUATION :. .“COST ESTIMATE II

Year 1 $600,000 to 6700,000

Year 2 , Year 3 , Year 4 8400,000 to’ 8500,000 per v’ear

Year 5 $600,000 to 8 6 5 0 , 0 0 0

Over the five year period costs are estimated to be between $2.4 million and $2.85

million. If additional sites are added to the evaluation, it is likely to cost an addition 8150,000

to 8200,000 per site per year.

These costs do not include any expenses necessary to secure and maintain agency

participation in the study. Consideration should be given to assisting sites in defraying the
*f

t

: .

h
‘*

costs of participating in the evaluation or providing other incentives for participation.

5. Expanded Evaluation

Based on the findings concerning the feasibility of implementing the proposed

evaluation design, the study may be expanded to include additional sites in order to make a

more comprehensive determination of the outcomes of family preservation programs in a

variety of settings. As previously noted, the decision to expand the number of sites can be

made prior to completion of the evaluation. The proposed evaluation should determine the _

feasibility of establishing referral practices that ensure selection of cases at risk of imminent

placement and randomly assigning cases to a treatment or control group by the end of the

second year. Early tracking of case actions will determine whether cases received the

services appropriate to their group assignment and whether there is any evidence that services

were rapidly “rearranged” after the initial assignment. Thus, if implementation is feasible,

expansion should be considered.
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In expanding the evaluation to other program sites, the same steps taken in the

planning phase of the evaluation would be replicated. Presumably, the sites selected will not

have e planned evaluation and the. resources required for expansion ss well as the processing

of negotiating with a site to participate will closely parallel the activities undertaken in

selecting the one site that did not have a planned evaluation employing more stringent referral

practices.

In expanding the evaluation, consideration might be given to expanding the sample or

stratifying the sample to ensure that a sufficient number of cases in subpopulgtion  groups of

interest are included. Although analysis plans for the evaluation include efforts td differentiate

the effects of family preservation services on different subpopulations (e.g., cases involving

abuse or neglect versus cases involving parent-child conflicts), it is uncertain whether a

sufficient number of cases of each type will be included in the sample. Once the feasibility

of the methodology has been established, increasing evaluation resources to permit more

definitive analysis of subpopulations might prove advantageous.

Similarly, consideration might be given to selecting program sites that have slightly‘

different service delivery models from those initially included. Particular consideration should

be given to selecting sites with program variation on the availability of emergency cash

assistance to address concrete family needs. Some family preservation programs have only

nominal cash assistance available (e.g., $35 per family) while other have funds averaging

8500 per family allowing for the purchase of furniture or housing deposits.

Consideration might also be given to selecting sites that differ with regard to the

availability of alternative preventive service programs. In some jurisdictions, family

preservation is the only alternative to out-of-home placement, while in other sites a number

of program alternatives may exist. In selecting new sites, this variable should be considered.
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6. Child Welfare System Decision-Making Process

A study of the child welfare decision-making process should be conducted

independently of the evaluation of family preservation programs. Although the need to

conduct this study was identified through the findings of the evaluability assessment, issues

pertaining to child welfare decision-making that did not explicitly relate to family preservation

referral practices were not addressed in the evaluability assessment. Therefore, it is not

possible to present a detailed design for conducting this study. instead,  an overview of the

issues to be addressed in this study are discussed and a general study approach for

addressing these issues4s  presented.

As previously noted, the child welfare system is a “worker driven” system, in which

the critical decisions concerning children and their families are made by caseworkers who

have considerable latitude in interpreting relatively unstructured laws and policies concerning

the decisions to place a child in foster care, refer a case for family preservation services, refer

a case for ongoing protective services, and/or provide other home-based services to assist

families in remaining together. Among the factors that appear to affect decision-making are

the following:

l Child abuse and neglect laws and policies concerning the definitions of child
maltreatment and the circumstances under which a child may be removed from
their home:

0 The range and types of home-based service delivery programs available in a
community.

l Training and supervision provided by the .agency to guide workers in
interpreting laws and policies;

0 Worker belief systems regarding the general merits ahd drawbacks to foster
care placement and in-home services;

0 Past experiences of a worker in deciding not to remove a child from their home
(e.g., subsequent child fatality when a child was not removed);
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0 Perceptions concerning the availability and quality of foster homes available;

0 Perceptions concerning the availability and quality of family preservation
services and other home-based services options;

0 Case-specific characteristics such as parental acknowledgement of the
maltreatment and motivation to work with the agency; and

0 Worker attitudes toward specific families including perceptions of families from
different racial/ethnic groups, single parents, educational and economic status
and family size.

An understanding of the role that the above factors and others play in decision-making

can be obtained through an analysis of existing aggregate data and in-depth discussions with

workers. The study could be conducted within a 12-month period in a minimum of two or

three localities. If resources permit, a larger number of sites would provide a better basis for

identifying site-specific similarities and differences. It would be preferable to conduct the

study in medium to large size child welfare agencies where differences among workers’

decision-making practices can also be examined. _

A literature review should be conducted to identify potential variables affecting

placement and to design a framework for specifying the interactions among variables, This

effort should be coupled with discussions with key informants and the formation of a

technical advisory panel to review the framework and interpret subsequent findings.

Available aggregate data systems that permit case tracking between child protective

service investigations, foster placement and purchase of preventive services could be used

to analyze some of the factors that affect decision-making ( i.e., demographic characteristics,

nature of the maltreatment, prior history of maltreatment) as well as the time frames in which

decisions are made. However, the effects of attitudinal and contextual variables on worker

decisions cannot be determined through data available on computerized information systems

and interviews and case record reviews must supplement this process.
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Worker interviews must be the primary source of information on decision-making. At

least two stages of worker interviews would be required. In the first stage, workers, as well

as supervisors and program managers, should provide information .on the flow of cases

through the child welfare system, the decision-making points, the options for services

available through the agency, and the formal criteria considered in determining whether or not

to place a child in foster care, provide other services, or close a case.

In the second stage, specific cases should be randomly selected to examine decision-

making at the time of an initial allegation as weli as other points in the service delivery process

(e.g.. after family preservation services are provided, after three months of ongoing protective

services). Discussions should be held with

In addition, any meetings with supervisors,

providers should be observed.

workers as the actual decision-making unfolds.

case staffings or discussions with other service

Analysis of aggregate data can identify:
.

0 The flow of children and families from case initiation to case closure and the
services and placements experienced;

0 The timing of home-based service delivery and foster care.placement;

l The differences in demographic characteristics between thosecases receiving
family preservation, other home-based services, and foster care; and

0 The differences in the nature of the maltreatment or other presenting problems
between those cases receiving family preservation services, other home-based
services, and foster care.

Qualitative data from the interviews can be synthesized to identify the relationship

between formal decision-making criteria and the contextual and attitudinal factors that affect

decision-ma king.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

-

rii

Family preservation programs are short-term, intensive, home-based services for

families in crisis. They are considered to be cost-effective approaches to key concerns in child

welfare. Such programs are based on the beliefs that: (1) children are best nurtured and

raised within their own families; and (2) family interactions are most open to change when

faced with an immediate outside threat, such as foster care placement. Family preservation

programs are believed to improve family functioning, ensure the safety and well-being of

children, and thus, avoid the need for, and costs of, foster care placement.

-z

While some form of intensive home-based services programs are provided in selected

local jurisdictions in 38 states’, there is little scientific evidence that they are preventing

unnecessary foster care placements for children at risk of imminent placement. Variability in

-f?
program design, faulty program implementation, and inadequate evaluation methodologies

leave policymakers and program managers with many unanswered questions. Recent

congressional proposals to fund family preservation programs, as well as the growing number

of state family preservation programs, makes it critical to assess the efficacy and cost of

these programs.

-

STUDY PURPOSE

The purpose of this study is to develop an evaluation design for child welfare

decisionmakers. To this end, an evaluability assessment was conducted. Evaluability

assessment (EA) is a descriptive and analytic process that produces a design(s) for conducting

a program evaluation of use to policymakers and program managers. An evaluability

assessment is designed to: (1) identify differing goals and perceptions of program operations

p.
- ’ American Public Welfare Association, Factbook on Public Child Welfare Services and

Staff. Washington, D.C. 1990.



.- .
among stakeholders; (2) clarify areas of agreement and disagreement, as well as those issues

that remain unresolved; (3) describe the program operating environment and its affect on

program implementation and evaluation; and, (4) develop an evaluation design that takes into

account these factors as well as issues of data availability and methodology.

In February 1993, an Evaluation Design for Family Preservation Programs was prepared

that addressed the issues noted in this study. This report provides the supporting

documentation on which the Evaluation Design was based.
,

METHODOLOGY

This evaluability assessment reviews existing documentation on family preservation

L”
programs and related evaluations, and reports on discussions with federal and state

policymakers, private sector organization representatives and program advocates. It also

-/, includes the results of telephone discussions with child welfare agency and family

pl
preservation program managers in ten states, and in-depth case studies of four family

preservation programs. An advisory group of nationally recognized researchers and

policymakers was formed to review study findings and provide input on the formulation of an

evaluation design. (See Appendix B).

C

Because of problems in conducting previous evaluations, this study focuses on aspects

of the family preservation program -- and the child welfare system in which it operates -- that

are most likely to create difficulties in implementing an evaluation. Four program dimensions

were described and analyzed from the perspective of policymakers, program managers and

program staff: (1) program goals and related measures; (2) the affect of the child welfare

system on family preservation services; (3) the definition of the target population (imminent

ii
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,m risk and other criteria); and, (4) the variables and parameters for defining family preservation

r-
programs. Exhibit 1 provides a summary of the findings in each of these areas.

L Other key issues explored during this study include the feasibility of alternative

evaluation design strategies, especially the use of designs employing random assignment of

families, and the availability of the data necessary to determine program outcomes..,

?-

\

P

KEY FINDINGS

Evaluation Design Options

rr.

-n

f-

C cases referred were at imminent risk of placement.

Cc

Previous efforts to evaluate family preservation programs have not provided convincing

evidence regarding the effectiveness of the programs. Early studies of family preservation

programs demonstrated low rates of foster care placement for families who received services,

but lack of control groups made it difficult to attribute the observed outcomes to the receipt

of family preservation services.

More recent studies have randomly assigned cases to an experimental or control group

or created a comparison group of cases that were referred for service but could not be served

due to lack of available openings. These studies have shown relatively low placement rates

for both the experimental and the control group, leading many to question whether or not the

Despite the problems encountered in studies employing random assignment models,

they demonstrate that child welfare agencies which had traditionally resisted the use of

experimental study designs could be convinced to implement such designs. Most of the child

welfare administrators with whom we spoke during this study also appeared willing to

consider participation in a future evaluation that would require random assignment. Child

. . .
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Exhibit 7-1: Data Availability in Family Preservation and Child Protective Services Cases

Characteristics of the Taraet Pooulation
_ Demographic Characteristics of

Children and Principle Caretaker(s)
s Demographic Characteristics of

Other Family or Household
Members

_ Type of Abuse or Neglect
Allegation

I Description of the Nature and
Severity of the Allegation
Other Presenting Problems

Treatment Intervention
_ Type of Treatment Intervention
_ Number of Home Visits

Duration of Home Visits/Hours of
Face to Face Contact
Subject/Nature of Home Visits,
(i.e., What issues were discussed?
What actions were agreed upon?)

. Case Plan Goals
- Frequency and Nature of Collateral

Contacts (ep.,  discussions with
teachers, drug counselors, etc.)

- Use of other services (e.g., day
care, drug treatment, homemakers)

Case Outcomes
Foster Care Placements

Re-allegation of Child Abuse and
Neglect

Improved Family Functioning

Family
Preservation

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes

Yes
Yes

Yes

Only if it occurs
before inter-
vention ends

Only if it occurs
before inter-
vention ends

Qualitative
information at
time of case
closure

Protective
Services
Case Record

Yes

Sometimes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes
Usually

No

Sometimes

Yes
Sometimes

Usually

Yes

Yes

Qualitative
information
at time of
case closure

Child Welfare
Information
Svstems

Yes

No

Yes

No

No

Yes
No
No

No

No
No

Sometimes

Yes

Yes

No

P
P
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workers to complete extensive data collection forms. Still, it might be possible to obtain

uniform data on a few key variables.

The second issue concerns data on program outcomes. Although all stakeholders

agree that improvement in family functioning and child well-being are the intended outcomes

of the program, there are no routine, structured assessments of families or children at the

start of an intervention (i.e., baseline information) or follow-up assessments. Therefore, new

primary data collection activities would need to be undertaken to evaluate changes in family

functioning and child well-being.

Any primary data collection effort will require cooperation from child welfare and family

preservation program staff and most importantly from families, and is likely to be very costly

compared to secondary data collection. There is a strong potential for a high non-response

rate and the resulting non-response bias may impair the credibility of any findings in this area.

On a more positive note, detailed data on demographic characteristics and presenting

problems exist in all of the data sources examined. The ability to use management

information to obtain follow-up data on child abuse and neglect allegations and foster care

placements simplifies collecting outcome data on these measures. Further exploration of

other agency automated information systems also may disclose other quantifiable measures

of child well-being (e.g., school attendance, juvenile arrests) that could be easily accessed if

confidentiality issues can be resolved.

D. Summary

The information presented in this chapter bears on many of the issues that need to be

addressed to make a national evaluation of family preservation programs feasible. These
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findings suggest that some child welfare administrators would consider cooperating with an

evaluation design that would:

0 Modify existing procedures for referring cases to family preservation programs
to ensure that criteria for risk of imminent placement are met; and

l Employ either random assignment of cases or establish a comparison group
from an overflow of cases that were referred but could not be served due to
limited resources.

Still, interest in and support of an evaluation predicated on an experimental design was

not consistent among administrators. Even those who were supportive expressed concerns

about staff resistance. This suggests that including existing programs in a national evaluation

of family preservation programs would need to be carefully negotiated with participating sites.

Furthermore, special efforts to mitigate staff resistance to the evaluation would be essential.

Existing case records and information systems can supply much of the data necessary

to conduct an evaluation, but not all of it. Primary data collection efforts would be required

to assess child well-being and family functioning and to obtain detailed information on the

services provided to families in a comparison group. Such efforts are likely to be costly, and

lack of cooperation by staff and families might result in significant non-response bias. Thus.

inclusion of such measures should be limited and efforts to ensure cooperation between

evaluators and evaluation participants at local program sites should be carefully planned and

implemented.
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CHAPTER VIII

CONCLUSIONSr

The evaluability assessment of family preservation programs was intended to result in

,- the development of an evaluation design that would provide findings useful to policymakers.

This document discusses the evaluability assessment findings that formed the basis for the

evaluation design. A summary of the key findings and an overview of the key features of the

F proposed evaluation design is provided below. A separate document, “Evaluation Design for

Family Preservation Programs”, was prepared in February, 1993. Readers are encouraged to

review this document for a detailed discussion of the evaluation design.

A. Findings

Family preservation programs enjoy wide support from policymakers, child welfare

directors, and program staff, but each of these groups of stakeholders have somewhat

different views of program goals, the program’s relationship to the child welfare system, the

intended population to be served, and even the nature of the services provided. Delineating

these differences and then resolving them is essential to future evaluation efforts.

Exhibit 8-l provides a summary of the differences among stakeholders on key

P dimensions of family preservation programs and the implications of these differences for a

future national evaluation. Critical to the design and implementation of future evaluation

efforts are the following:

0 Resolution of differences among stakeholders on the appropriate goals and
related measures of program outcome.

?-
0 Under current operating conditions it is not plausible for programs to meet

expectations of policymakers concerning reductions in foster care placement

p
and related costs. Current operating practices regarding referrals of families for

!=
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JExhlolt 8-1: Summary of Differences in Family Preservation Descriptions and Their Implications )

Family Preservation
Goals and Measures

Program Context

Defining the Target
Population: Imminent
Risk Criteria

Policvmakers

Believe program improves family
functioning and ensures child well-
being and that such change will
prevent foster care placement;
Expect to see a reduction in foster
care placements in the short-term
and related reductions in child
welfare expenditures.

Focus on rising reports of abuse
and neglect, placements and
costs. Lack of recognition of
other factors affecting program
outcomes.

Believe that all families referred
are at risk of imminent placement.

Differences Among
Stakeholders on Key Program
Dimensions

Program Managers

Believe program can improve
functioning and child well-being
for families who may be at risk
of placement in the short or
long-term; Expect to see
improved family functioning and
eventually reduced foster care
placements.

Family preservation is one of
many services needed to
address problems confronting
families; a range of other
services are needed to support
family preservation efforts.

Aware of policymakers’
expectations; Recognize that
they are not met; Believe
workers refer some cases at
risk of imminent placement, but
also refer cases that have
characteristics that may
eventually be at imminent risk.

Program Staff

Believe program can improve child
well-being and family functioning
in cases where family is
motivated to change; staff are
aware of foster care reduction
goals but do not necessarily make
referrals consistent with these
goals.

Although most workers support
family preservation programs,
workers harbor some resentment
toward the program that may
affect referral practice. Also
other experiences and beliefs of
referring workers affect family
preservation programs.

Referral decisions are based on
multiple factors that vary by
individual workers. In addition to
risk of placement, workers’ beliefs
about family motivation, program
philosophy and available
alternatives also affect decision-
making.

lmpllcations for Evaluation

Need multiple indicators of
program outcomes.

Foster care avoidance and
cost-effectiveness measures
essential to address
policymakers’ expectations.

Must address how staff
operationalize  program goals
to ensure that reductions in
foster care are plausible.

Contextual variables may
explain differences in
observed outcomes across
program sites. Evaluations
must document these factors.

Suggestions have been made
for broader evaluations of
child welfare systems to
explore a more complete
range of contextual and
programmatic factors.

This is the most critical issue
to be addressed in future
evaluations, in order to use
foster care avoidance as an
outcome measure.
Procedures for ensuring that
all cases referred during an
evaluation are at risk of
imminent placement must
be established.
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Family Preservation
Program Operations

Policymakers

Expectations that most
programs are similar to the
Homebuilders model:

a caseloads of 2-4 families

0 5-20 hours of services in-
home per week

l services can be accessed
24 hours per day

0 service intervention limited
to four to eight weeks

0 availability of flexible funds

Differences Among
Stakeholders on Key Program
Dimensions

Program Managers

Program managers are familiar
with Homebuilders model but
also consider a wider range of
home based service delivery
programs to meet the
definition of family
preservation.

Program Staff

0 Staff generally implement
the model described in their
state.

0 Program variables which
are least consistently
implemented are: 24 hour a
day access, and availability
and use of flexible funding.

Implications for Evaluation

Not all programs that define
themselves as family
preservation provide a
similar enough service
intervention to be grouped
together for evaluation
purposes. However, there
are a large number of
programs which are
consistent with the
Homebuilders model. A
subset of these programs
would be appropriate sites
for a national evaluation.
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family preservation services that do not meet criteria for risk of imminent
placement must be modified for purposes of an evaluation.

There are numerous contextual factors operating within the child welfare
system that may affect the likelihood that family preservation programs will
achieve their goals. These factors must be documented and examined during
a subsequent evaluation in order to fully explain observed outcomes and
differences across program sites.

The range of issues and problems facing child welfare administrators is
daunting. In addition to the proposed evaluation of family preservation
programs, other research and evaluation efforts are needed to address such
issues as worker decisionmaking and quality control, the rate of unnecessary
foster care placements that currently occur, and the range of services needed
to address the needs of children and families.

There are a number of program models providing differing types of home-based
services that are labeled as family preservation programs. Within this group
there is a subset of programs consistent with the Homebuilders model of family
preservation. A future national evaluation should initially be limited to this
subset of programs. Eventually other home-based service delivery programs
should be examined.

While those who fund family preservation programs consider their primary goal to be

the prevention of unnecessary foster care placements, current family preservation programs

vary substantially in their targeting of families at risk of imminent foster care placement.

Previous evaluations of family preservation programs found the foster care placement rates

for both .the experimental and control groups were equally low, suggesting that the families

studied did not have children at risk of imminent placement.4 The findings of this evaluability

assessment support the conclusion that family preservation services are not consistently

targeted at families at risk of imminent placement but instead may be provided to families at

varying levels of risk. Thus, the primary goal intended by policymakers cannot be achieved.

’ Schuerman, John R., Littell, Julia H., and Tina L. Rzepnicki. Preliminarv Results from
the Illinois Famiiv First Exoeriment. The Chapin  Hall Center for Children at the University of
Chicago. Chicago, Ill. 1991.

Yuan, Ying Ying T. Evaluation of AB 1562 In-Home Care Demonstration Proiects,
Volumes I and II., Walter R. McDonald and Associates, Inc., Sacramento, Ca. 1990.
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The child welfare system in which family preservation programs Operate iS a “worker-

driven” system. Risk of imminent placement is not operationally defined, and child protective

services workers usually have considerable latitude in determining the appropriateness of

making a referral for family preservation services or deciding upon other case actions.

Workers may decide to refer cases to a family preservation program that are not at imminent

risk of placement in order to secure services that would otherwise be unavailable. In other

instances, a decision to refer a case for family preservation services may be made before it

is clear that foster care placement was the only other viable option. Furthermore, there is

relatively little control exerted by the system over the decisions of individual workers regarding

referral for family preservation services. Thus, an evaluation design for family preservation

programs must incorporate a mechanism for ensuring that the program is actually serving the

intended target population (imminent risk families) if the effectiveness of the program is to be

determined.

The issues raised regarding the decision-making process affect more than just the

decisions concerning referrals to family preservation programs; rather, they affect the range

of case actions taken by the child welfare agency to ensure the well-being of children.

Similarly, the delivery of family preservation services takes place within the context of the

larger child welfare system. While policymakers are aware of the multiplicity of problems

facing child welfare directors, they do not appear to fully recognize that other factors may

overwhelm the ability of family preservation programs to make broad-based changes in the

way children and families are served and the outcomes that are achieved. As noted by child

welfare directors, increasing reports of abuse and neglect, greater complexity in the problems

facing families, a lack of trained professional staff, a lack of intensive home-based service

delivery programs and a lack of adequate foster care resources also require further

,-
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examination.

on evaluating

Although the proposed evaluation design developed under this study focuses

family preservation programs, there is a need to evaluate other aspects of the

child welfare system. For example, there is a need to conduct further research into decision-

making and quality control in the child welfare system. Other aspects of the infrastructure

of the child welfare system deserve further analysis as well.

As a consequence of the findings about the child welfare system, the recommended

evaluation design contains two components -- one for addressing the specific questions raised

by policymakers concerning family preservation programs and one for examining child welfare

system decision-making. The design for evaluating family preservation programs is discussed

first, followed by an overview of the issues and a general approach for examining child

welfare decision-making.

B. Recommended Evaluation Design Parameters

The proposed evaluation design is based on randomly assigned cases determined to

be at risk of imminent placement by a judge, child welfare agency attorney, or senior program

managers. The primary purpose is to measure reduction in foster care placements and related

costs. An evaluation design for family preservation programs should contain the following key

elements:

0 increase the degree of certainty of imminent risk for cases in the study. Since
child welfare systems do not routinely ensure that families referred for family
preservation services are at risk of imminent placement in foster care, selected
project sites for an evaluation must be willing to adjust their referral procedures
during the evaluation period to achieve a greater degree of certainty regarding
imminent placement. Possible procedures would include random assignment
of cases after court approval of placement, a review by an agency legal
department to determine if they would petition the court for placement, or a
review by a senior management or expert panel to determine the
appropriateness of the preliminary decision to seek placement. If appropriate
modifications to the system cannot be made, the proposed evaluation should
be terminated. Should this occur, policymakers will need to re-examine their
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expectations regarding the ability of family preservation to reduce foster care
placements and related expenditures.

a Randomly assign cases to treatment and control groups. Although problems
with implementing a design based on random assignment of cases to either a
treatment or control group have been noted by program managers, it is the
approach most likely to address key questions concerning foster care avoidance
and cost savings. If random assignment is not feasible, an overflow model
might be an acceptable alternative for establishing a control group under certain
conditions (e.g., the number of potential cases exceed program capacity,
referral patterns are not influenced by knowledge of availability of program
slots).

P
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0 Ensure the evaluation does not compromise the safety of children. Under a
random assignment model, steps must be taken to ensure the safety of the
children served. Therefore, child welfare agencies must be able to exempt
cases from random assignment when the risk to the child’s safety would be too
great to allow the child to remain at home. This design would not preclude
providing the usual child welfare services, including foster care placement, for
children in the control group.

0 Select measures of program outcome that are consistent with policymakers’
goals for the program. Key measures of program outcome are the differences
between the treatment and control groups on rates of foster care, the number
of days in foster care, and the total costs associated with all services and/or
placements. These outcomes should be monitored for a minimum of 18
months. Also, efforts should be made to gather data on types of placement
settings and examine any differences, such as the rate of relative placements.

All stakeholders expressed an interest in examining other outcome measures
relating to child and family functioning. Such measures must be an integral part
of any future evaluation; however, identifying unbiased measures that are
simple to administer may pose some problems. Wherever possible, measures
that do not rely on subjective assessments of the child or family should be
used. Recommended measures would focus on the child and may include
subsequent allegations of abuse or neglect, truancy rates, runaway episodes,
and measures of health status (e.g., immunizations).

One other key measure of family functioning that should be examined is a
reduction in social isolation or improved linkages to other services.

0 A preliminary evaluation should limit the range of program models examined.
Although stakeholders did not always agree on the range of family preservation
programs of interest to be included in the scope of a national evaluation,
policymakers believe that these programs most closely resemble the family
preservation program designed by the Behavioral Sciences Institute (BSI).  While
it ultimately would be useful to compare a wider variety of home-based service
delivery models, an initial evaluation should focus on programs that are of
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similar design and are consistent with the highly-intensive, short-term service
delivery model developed by BSI.

Parameters for defining the scope of family preservation programs included in
an initial evaluation consist of the following: caseload sizes no greater than four
families per caseworker, services for a maximum of eight weeks, a minimum
of five hours of service per week in the home or other community setting, and
availability of services during evening and weekend hours.

l Programs should not use additional case eligibility criteria during the ekluation.
Some programs have criteria for case acceptance that exclude cases that are
not considered likely to benefit from services (e.g., caretakers with a substance
abuse or mental health problem). Although it is understandable that programs
may not want to expend limited family preservation resources on cases that
they do not believe will benefit most from the service, presently there are no
data on which to base such a decision. Therefore, for evaluation purposes, it
is preferable to evaluate programs that have few eligibility restrictions beyond
those concerning the risk of imminent placement. Subsequent analyses of
outcomes for different subpopulations can then provide an objective basis for
refining eligibility criteria.

0 Sample sizes should be of sufficient size to permit site-specific analyses with
the statistical power desired by policymakers. Given the degree of variability
across sites, data should not be aggregated across program sites. However,
if family preservation services at one site are available from more than one
provider, it may be possible to aggregate the data across service providers if
the outcomes appear similar. Required sample sizes should be determined by
the minimum statistical power necessary to be acceptable to policymakers. For
example, in order to detect a change in placement rates from 80 percent to 70
percent, using a five percent level of significance and assuming an attrition rate
of ten percent, a sample size of 660 cases per site would be required.

A key component of the analysis should be to determine whether or not there
are differences in the outcomes achieved for different subpopulations.

Evaluation designs that focus on the broader context of decision-making in a child

welfare system are also needed. Two approaches that could be combined in a single study

are feasible. First, in states with sophisticated computer systems that link data on child

protective services investigations with referrals for home-based services and foster care

placements with costs, analysis of aggregate statistical data could address questions

n
concerning the role of formal criteria as well as demographic and other case characteristics

in decisionmaking.
p\

W

The second approach involves a qualitative analysis of the decision-making
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process based on extensive interviews with administrators and workers about the factors that

u are examined in determining whether or not a case is closed, referred for ongoing protective

or preventive services, referred for family preservation, or placed in foster care. The focus

ieL
of this analysis would be to determine not only formal criteria for decisionmaking but, more

importantly, the informal criteria, belief systems, resources, program constraints, or external

factors that play a role in determining case actions.

In conclusion, the evaluability assessment of family preservation programs identified

some differences in stakeholders’ expectations about the program as well as some

inconsistencies in program implementation that need to

national evaluation of family preservation programs. The

is ensuring that families referred to family preservation

be resolved in order to conduct a

most critical issue to be addressed

ljrograms  are at risk of imminent

placement. A by-product of this study is a preliminary documentation of contextual factors

Irn
within the child welfare system that affect family preservation programs and warrant further

study.
p4.

P
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